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Chapter 1: Learning From Your Mistakes 


Content warnings: 


This chapter: unsafe animal care, mentions of 
dead birds and mice, and unsanitary conditions. 


Later chapters: Discussions of emotional child 
abuse and neglect. Chapter 7 will contain 
undescribed, off-screen character deaths, and 
one non-graphic but very emotional on-screen 
minor character death. Who is dying, you ask? 
Abusive parents, and a few other terrible people. 


Pretty much any an all characters that I like will 
be trans in this fic because I'm trans and I say so 
:) if you have a problem with that, just admit 
you're a transphobe and leave now :) Because if 
you decide to leave transphobic comments, you 
will be reported and then blocked :) 


Adrien adopts a feral cat, believing that he knows 
exactly how to take care of one because of his 
position as the holder of the Black Cat Miraculous. 
And perhaps his family even owned a cat in the past, 
which the staff normally took care of. It's easy, right? 
Adrien just has to feed and water it, and let it outside 
to do its business! 


No. It's really not. 


Strays and shelter cats aren't the same as hand- 
raised, pedigree kittens, and Adrien isn't prepared to 
deal with even one of those. And to make things 
worse, Adrien hasn't even adopted a stray cat. 


It's a feral cat. And the only reason he was able to 
catch it in the first place was because it had a limp on 
one of its front legs, and wasn't as quick as the black 
cat Adrien had actually been aiming for at diving 
away to safety. This one isn't't as cool as a black cat, 
but it's still cool, because it's Adrien's cat! That 
automatically makes it cool. He still wishes he could 
have caught the black one though. 


This cat is skinny, with long fur that's mostly white, 
with some scattered patches of black and orange 
across its back and sides, an orange patch on one ear, 
and yellow eyes. 


It would have been cooler if it had green eyes like him 
and Plagg, but he'll take what he can get. 


He names it Sidekick. 


If he'd caught the black cat, he would have named it 
Chat Jr. But beggars can't be choosers, and he hasn't 
seen that black cat since, so there's no chance of 
switching them out. 


Sidekick (who he at least remembers to put a collar 
on) keeps returning from the grounds when he lets it 
outside with dead birds and mice, sometimes even 
presenting it to Adrien on his bed! One time he even 
started putting his shoes on only to discover it had 
dropped a mouse head in his shoe! 


And things keep getting worse. For some reason, the 
cat can't seem to groom itself properly, and its fur is 
matted together in large clumps along its back and 
sides, which means it's not even fun to pet it, because 
the rest of its fur is soft, but the mats are weird and 
gross. And what fur isn't hopelessly matted together 
Sheds all over his clothes and his bed. 


Adrien doesn't know how, and doesn't want to clean a 
litterbox for it, so he ordered one of the self-cleaning 
ones online. It's huge, and expensive, and looks nice 
and futuristic and streamlined, and unfortunately for 
Sidekick and Adrien...the cat is terrified of it. It was 
all going so well until the thing turned on while the 


cat was still inside, and the loud noises and sudden 
movement scared it half to death. And now Sidekick 
won't go anywhere near it. 


And since Adrien only bought one litterbox despite his 
bedroom being as large as a house, because he didn't 
bother to do any research before deciding he wanted 
a cat, that leaves plenty more spaces for the cat to 
pick from as a bathroom. No one told Adrien that 
you're supposed to have multiple litter boxes per cat, 
because he didn't ask anyone. 


One of the corners of his library quickly becomes 
inaccessible and disgusting, because Sidekick has 
decided that the corner between two bookshelves and 
the wall is now a bathroom. All the books and games 
and DVDs on the lowest shelves are now ruined, and 
have to be thrown in the trash. And the same goes for 
by his window, and on the balcony, and at the base of 
his rock-climbing wall. 


And Adrien has to clean it all up himself, because no 
one can know he has the cat. He orders everything 
online himself, and has them air-dropped directly 
through his window with delivery drones. His father 
never bothers to keep track of Adrien's credit cards, 
and never goes near a window long enough to even 
look up, let alone have a chance to spot a delivery 
drone with a package. 


Thankfully, his father also never comes into his room, 
and neither does Nathalie if she doesn't have to. The 
cleaning staff have successfully been bribed not to tell 
his father about the cat, but they refuse, point-blank, 
to clean up after it unless he pays them even more. 
And he has to draw the line somewhere. He can't go 
letting them think they have enough power to order 
him around and demand fair payment from him, now 
can he? So he refuses to increase their pay to include 
cleaning up after the cat, and they get on with their 
usual duties, dusting, mopping, washing his clothes 
and the windows and everything else. Except for the 
corners where the cat is using as a bathroom. 


Thankfully, Adrien's large windows all open, so it's 
easy to let in fresh air so that the room doesn't reek 
too terribly, and he has access to the best air 
freshener's money can buy. The smell of cat waste is 
easy to cover up, and after arguing with the cleaning 
staff, he at least accepts the responsibility of taking 
the trashbags of paper towels and destroyed clothes 
down to the front patio. 


He just wishes Sidekick would just use the litterbox, it 
would make all this so much easier. 


At least it doesn't do all its business in his room, 
there's a few patches in the garden where it's been 
going, digging through the grass and annoying the 
garden keepers. 


At one point, Sidekick decides that the best place to 
pee is nowhere else than Adrien's bed. And it reeks to 
high heaven, even more so than it ever did on the 
floor! And it was the most ridiculous thing he's ever 
seen, it didn't even squat down or anything to give 
him warning! It just jumped up, stood on the edge of 
the bed, lifted up its tail, and sprayed pee backwards 
out across his blankets and pillows! 


Because unfortunately for Adrien, and the cat, Adrien 
didn't realize that cats that aren't neutered spray to 
mark their territories. He thought it would just be like 
a dog, where it would just mark its territory outside 
while it was going to the bathroom anyways. But no, 
that's not how cats work. 


So now he has to throw away all his blankets and 
pillows, and the mattress beneath. Because there's no 
way he's ever using them again, even if they're 
washed. The smell is so horrifically strong there can't 
be any way to wash that out again! It has to be 
impossible! 


At least the delivery drones have no problem bringing 
him his new mattress and bed sets, and the cleaning 
staff don't argue about making his new bed for him. 


This cat is so much more effort than he thought it 
would be. 


The only good thing is that Sidekick doesn't seem to 
mind the automatic food dispenser he bought for it, or 
the water fountain. The problem with the water 
fountain is that it likes to play in it, and splashed 
water all across the floor before he bought a 
waterproof mat to put it on. 


It also enjoys the massive cat tree he bought, that 
towers twenty feet in the air, with bridges and beds 
and toys on springs, and plenty of scratching posts for 
it to use. Half the time he can't find Sidekick, it's 
because it's napping at the very top of the tree where 
he can't reach it unless he transforms. 


Well, no, there are other plus sides. Sidekick is cute, 
when it's not peeing on his bed or the bookshelves or 
the rock climbing wall. He bought it bells and toys to 
play with, and watching it run around the room with a 
toy mouse is almost worth getting real dead mice 
dropped at his feet. Almost. But not quite. It would be 
even cuter if it weren't limping with every step, but 
that doesn't slow it down by much. 


But despite its cuteness when it's playing, the cat 
doesn't seem to love Adrien! Sidekick spends most of 
its time hiding or asleep, and it took almost two week 
after he got it for him to even get the chance to see it 
playing! Before that, it darted away to hide whenever 
it saw him! 


Even with all he does for it, Sidekick always squirms 
or runs away from his attempts to cuddle with it, and 
the one time he tried to play with it, it leapt away and 
hissed at him with all its fur standing on end, and 
then hid for almost the rest of the day! It only came 
out again when the automatic food dispenser chimed 
for its supper! 


Sidekick is not the cuddly, fawning companion he 
thought it would be, it's a responsibility that, even 
worse, has its own thoughts and ideas and 
motivations. And there's nothing Adrien hates more 
than responsibility. 


More and more, Adrien tries and fails to push 
responsibility of this cat onto the cleaning staff, but 
they have their own jobs, and refuse to add another 
one without being paid for it, and[jthey remind 
him[{Jhe wanted this responsibility! He's the one who 
wanted to get a cat in secret, without permission. 
They're keeping Ais secret, and if he wants them to do 
more work, he has to pay them for it. They were hired 
to dust and wash his clothes, not petsit for him like he 
isn't fully capable of it. 


Nevermind that what he really wanted was a cute cat 
that couldn't talk back to him and make him smell like 
stinky cheese, that he could cuddle whenever he 
wanted to, but he's starting to find that there's a 
worse smell than Camembert, and that's cat urine. 


To add insult to injury, Plagg and the cat get along 
great. They get along the way Adrien thought he and 
the cat would. Plagg keeps trying to tell him that he 
needs to be more gentle and quiet and try to gain its 
trust because it's afraid of him because he's a big and 
scary predator as far as the cat is concerned, and 
Plagg keeps telling him not to keep letting it outside, 
but what does Plagg know? 


Plagg is willing to take some matters into his own 
hands, mainly grooming the cat. He brushes its fur 
every day until the matted clumps are gone, and then 
keeps brushing it to make sure they don't come back, 
and actually succeeds in playfully wrestling with it, 
despite the differences in their sizes. After the second 
month, Plagg finally convinces Adrien to buy some 
normal litterboxes, insisting that he will scoop it 
himself if Adrien refuses to. 


Then Plagg cleans the areas where the cat had been 
going to the bathroom, and puts the litterboxes there, 
and suddenly Adrien doesn't have to clean up after 
the cat everyday, because now it's using the litterbox, 
and Plagg keeps his promise and scoops them every 
day. The only thing Adrien has to do is carry the trash 
down to the front patio for the staff to take out to the 
curb. 


Plagg also convinces him to get the cat checked out 
by a vet for the limp on its paw, and fortunately for 


Adrien, he's able to find one online that's a fan of 
Chat Noir, and convinces them to help out "one of 
Chat Noir's best friends, Adrien Agreste". They'll be 
getting paid, of course. The Agrestes have plenty of 
money. All Adrien had to do was hop over to the vet's 
house, and carry them in through his window, with 
their equipment stored away in his baton. 


Unfortunately for the cat, there's nothing the vet can 
do about its limp without extensive surgery that can't 
be performed in a bedroom. It's an old injury that 
healed wrong, though thankfully it doesn't seem to be 
causing the cat much pain anymore. But it will never 
regain full use of its front paw, and can't even extend 
its leg out the whole way, which Adrien notices every 
time its stretching after a nap. 


The vet gives it its vaccines, and then informs Adrien 
that it's a girl cat, and that it's pregnant. 


Adrien is shocked speechless. How can that be 
possible? 


The vet asks if he has other cats, but he doesn't. The 
vet asks if he ever lets her outside unaccompanied, 
and he replies that of course he does, all the time. 
Cats need freedom, don't they? 


And then the vet has to explain to Adrien that cats 
aren't meant to be outside, that it's better for them to 
stay indoors all the time unless they're on a leash or 


in an enclosure, and that there's absolutely nothing 
stopping this cat from leaving his mansion's grounds, 
or another cat from getting in. Cats can get pregnant 
at any time of the year, and letting her outside 
without supervision is why she's pregnant now. Adrien 
Should make sure in the future to either keep her 
indoors, or walk her only on a harness, or in an 
enclosed patio. 


The vet tells him that the cat can be fixed, and the 
pregnancy aborted, but the cat would have to come 
back to the actual vet clinic in order for that to 
happen, and he would have to pay for it too, because 
it would be using up more of the clinic's supplies. 


If Adrien agrees to it, the cat can be neutered and 
brought back within a day. It might seem sad or cruel, 
but it is what is best for the cat, and the unborn 
kittens. There are already too many unwanted cats in 
Paris, the shelters are completely overwhelmed, and 
unless Adrien would be willing to keep or foster all 
the kittens, there's no way to adopt them out right 
now. 


Getting the cat fixed is one of the best things he can 
do for it, because cats aren't like people, they aren't 
able to think and plan pregnancies. Being pregnant 
puts a lot of stress on the body, and it's unnecessary 
for the cat to be put through that for no reason, 


especially where there's no homes waiting for the 
kittens after they're born. 


Adrien agrees after some very emphatic but silent 
urging from Plagg to say yes from behind the vet's 
shoulder, though the matter is delayed for a few 
minutes when the vet realizes Adrien doesn't own a 
cat carrier, and explains that, no, they cannot just 
hold the cat while Chat Noir carries both of them. 
That would be dangerous beyond reconciliation even 
if the cat were willing to be held, which it's not. 


Adrien of course had to explain to the vet how he got 
Sidekick, that it was rescued off the street, to explain 
the injury to its leg. The vet was gratified to hear 
what he'd done, but had some serious suggestions to 
improve what he'd already been doing. 


He'd done well by taking Sidekick in, and he'd clearly 
been feeding it properly (it had gained a lot of weight 
since he'd caught it, and was no longer as skinny as a 
stick) and cleaning up after it (at this point, the stains 
and marks from the first disastrous litterbox incidents 
have been cleaned away perfectly, thanks to the 
unlimited amount of money Adrien has to throw at his 
problems) and taking care of its grooming, (thanks to 
Plagg) and he was right to call in a vet to check on its 
leg. (Also thanks to Plagg.) 


But there was more Adrien should do if he wanted to 
care for this animal properly, and that started with 


getting Sidekick fixed, and included no longer letting 
it outside unaccompanied, or even at all. Adrien's 
bedroom was bigger than the vet's whole house, there 
was enough room to comfortably house several cats, 
let alone just one. There was no reason at all to let it 
outside where it was put in danger and allowed to kill 
birds and mice, which is harmful for the environment, 
and worse, can give the cat parasites that can make it 
sick or even kill it. And that's even before you get into 
all the poisons that are in the world for a cat to 
stumble into. 


The delay from the lack of a carrier is fortunately 
easily solved by a five-minute delivery drone, and 
twenty minutes later, Adrien heads back to his 
mansion as Chat Noir, now temporarily minus one cat 
(Now renamed Purrincess, now that he knows it's a 
girl), having promised the very insistent vet that he 
would take their suggestions into serious 
consideration. 


No more letting the cat outside unless he's walking it 
on a leash, or can get an enclosed patio. Which isn't 
an option, because his father might notice. So the cat 
just has to stay in his bedroom all the time, which the 
vet said would be no problem at all because of how 
massive it was. If he wanted to give it some more 
"enrichment", he could put a set of shelves or ledges 
right under the windows, so the cat could sit and look 


outside, or put for-cat videos on one of his TVs that 
Showed birds and squirrels for the cat to watch. He 
had a good amount and variety of toys that the cat 
clearly enjoyed playing with, and aside from being 
predictably skittish from growing up outside, it 
seemed happy and healthy. 


Adrien was told that he was lucky that there were so 
many people in Paris, because that meant that 
Sidekick had had more opportunities to observe 
people before it was caught. If it had grown up with 
less contact with people than it already had, it would 
be a lot harder for him to socialize it. 


That was a word Adrien had never heard before. So 
the vet explained that kittens who were raised with 
people were socialized by being around people, being 
played with, and getting attention. They learned from 
the moment they were born that humans were nice 
and friendly caregivers. 


Cats who grew up outside didn't get that treatment, 
which was why they were usually afraid of people to 
begin with. But you can't un-domesticate an animal, 
and cats had been bred for thousands of years to be 
companions. If he kept up the good work, the cat 
would learn to trust people, and would probably be 
almost as happy and trusting as any hand-raised 
kitten. All it took was patience and understanding, 
and he already had a fairly brave cat to start with, 


which made it even easier. It would be no time before 
it had warmed up to him and learned to trust him 
enough that it could enjoy his company. 


So maybe he should have listened to Plagg after all. 
This was what Plagg had been trying to tell him, this 
was why Plagg was able to pet and cuddle with the 
cat but Adrien wasn't. Adrien was too impatient, and 
wanted its affection now. But that wasn't how animals 
worked. 


If he wanted its trust, he had to earn it. He had to 
prove that he wasn't dangerous or scary, he had to 
prove to the cat that it could trust him and would be 
safe with him. 


The vet gave him some tips: don't run around loudly, 
because that would scare the cat. Don't pester or 
follow the cat around trying to pet it, encourage it 
instead to come closer by offering treats and special 
food. Start slowly, and only go as fast as the cat was 
comfortable with. Let it get used to being around you 
first, then you can offer pets. Each cat is different, so 
he would have to figure out how and where the cat 
wanted to be touched. Some really liked having their 
heads or chins rubbed, others hated it. He would have 
to take it slowly and figure out what Sidekick wanted. 


He could start by playing with Sidekick with toys, and 
offering it treats as positive reinforcement. Offering 


to let it sniff his hand, letting it get used to being 
close by near hm before he tried to pet it at all. 


It would take time, but there was no reason Adrien 
wouldn't be able to gain the cat's trust and affection. 
All he had to do was prove that he was trustworthy 
and safe, and be patient. Rome wasn't built in a day, 
and you couldn't overcome a lifetime of fear in just a 
few months. He had to look at it from the cat's 
perspective [] how would he feel if a giant kept trying 
to grab him without warning? 


No one ever told Adrien having a cat would be this 
much effort. He thought he could just pick it up off 
the street and get straight to the cuddling, purring 
happiness. But that's not how it works when it comes 
to feral cats. 


Well, now he knows, and with Plagg and the vet's 
urging, he's going to do better. 


Chapter 2: Changing for the Better 


“Adrien! Adrien, wake up!" Plagg's frantic shouting 
interrupted Adrien's dream, and he bolted upright, 
sure an Akuma was about to come crashing through 
his wall. The room was still dark, so he couldn't see 
anything. Not even Plagg. 


"Lights on!" He called. Immediately, all the lights 
around the room began to glow, starting out dim, then 
brightening, giving his eyes enough time to adjust 
with the light until the bulbs were all at full 
brightness, revealing his room exactly like he'd left it. 


The only thing out of place was the black kwami 
Zipping in circles in front of the window, shouting at 
him, "Come on, come on! Get over here! Adrien, come 
on!" 


Adrien scrambled out of bed as quickly as he could, 
and ran across the room, almost falling flat on his 
face as he almost tried to run on all fours only to 
abruptly remember that he couldn't do that right now. 
The dream was still fresh in his mind, confusing him. 


“What? What is it?" He demanded, crouching by the 
window and straining to see what Plagg was freaking 
out about. He couldn't see any giant robots or babies, 
or dinosaurs, or anything. 


“Down there!" Plagg said, flying down to Adrien's eye 
level and pointing towards the road, "That cat's lying 
in the middle of the road, and it wouldn't move when I 
tried to get it to, it just ignored me! You have to 
transform and get it out of the road before it gets 
hit!" 

Adrien tried to put those words together in a way that 
made sense in his still sleep-addled brain. He couldn't 


see any cat in the road at all. "Didn't it already get hit 
if it's lying in the road?" He asked, confused. 


"No!" Plagg snapped, "It's just lying there for fun! But 
it's going to get hit if it stays there! It's lucky it hasn't 
been hit yet! Come on, transform! It won't listen to 
me, but you can just pick it up!" 


Okay, that at least made enough sense. "Okay," He 
said, "Plagg, claws out!" 


Plagg flew into the ring, and the transformation 
washed over Adrien. He was still facing out the 
window, so the moment Plagg's superior night vision 
kicked in, his eyes were able to zero in on the dark 
Shape down on the road that he hadn't been able to 
see at all with his human eyes. 


It was a black cat, stretched out on its side, right 
smack dab in the middle of the road, in the shadow 
between the street lamps. 


The transformation had woken him up fully, and given 
him some of Plagg's frantic energy, so Adrien wasted 
no time in opening the window above him so that he 
could leap out over the wall of the mansion and land 
silently on the sidewalk across from it. 


There were no cars coming yet, and the cat hadn't 
noticed his arrival, since its back was towards him. 
He bounded over on all fours and had scooped the cat 
up securely in his arms and leapt right back through 


the still-open window before the cat even had time to 
register that it had been grabbed. 


He immediately let it go once they were safely on the 
floor of his bedroom, and the cat rolled away 
immediately, its paws scrabbling on the floor, its back 
arching and all its fur standing on end as it yowled in 
what Adrien recognized as terror. 


He would have worried about its yowl attracting his 
father or Nathalie's attention, but his room was 
completely soundproofed, so he had nothing to worry 
about. You couldn't own a stereo set the size of a 
garage if your room wasn't soundproofed. 


Having learned from his mistakes with Purrincess, 
Adrien slowly backed away from the terrified cat, 
keeping his voice calm and gentle as he said, "Hey, 
hey, it's okay, I'm not going to hurt you, I didn't mean 
to scare you, but you were in danger, don't you know 
you can't go around sleeping in the road? You could 
have gotten hit by a car, you need to be more careful." 


His back was almost about to hit the wall below the 
window when the cat decided he was a safe enough 
distance away, swung its head around frantically, and 
then darted for his bed. 


It disappeared out of sight in the space below his bed, 
and after a few moments to see if it would come back 
out, Adrien decided he wasn't likely to further 


traumatize the cat by detransforming now, and said, 
"Plagg, claws in." 


Plagg immediately flew over and disappeared under 
his bed after the cat, and Adrien sat back against the 
wall, stretching his legs out in front of him rather 
than crouching now that he was in his human body 
again. He was fit, but some things were just infinitely 
easier as Chat Noir than they were as Adrien. 


He still had some of the energy left over from the 
transformation, since he hadn't needed to use 
Cataclysm or use up that much energy, so now he was 
wide awake. 


He tilted his head back, suddenly aware that the sky 
outside wasn't just pure black, it was slightly light on 
one side. He had no idea what time it was. 


"Time check?" He called. 


"It is 6:23 AM." His automated assistant replied from 
the array of speakers spread around his room. 


And it was Saturday, so he didn't have school today. 


He watched the space under his bed, unable to see or 
hear anything, and wondered what the vet's schedule 
was for today... 


It took Purrincess a surprisingly long time to notice 
that there was another cat in the room. It'd gotten 


used to him coming and going at all hours as Chat 
Noir, and wasn't phased by mad dashes out or in the 
windows any more. 


It had been curled up on the very top of the cat tower 
the whole time, and when it finally decided to come 
down, Adrien knew it was because its automatic food 
dispenser was going to chime in a few minutes for its 
first meal. Setting up a feeding schedule that worked 
like clockwork had been a great idea, because it 
meant he always knew where Purincess would be at 
the specified times: waiting in front of the dispenser. 


Adrien had gone over to his computer to log in to The 
Elder Scrolls Online, but he saw Purrincess start its 
Slow, leisurely descent down the cat tower out of the 
corner of his eye. 


And then out of the corner of his other eye, he saw 
Plagg finally emerge from under his bed, phasing up 
through the covers so he could float over and perch at 
the edge of Adrien's primary keyboard. 


"IT mostly managed to calm xem down." Plagg 
reported proudly, "Xey've hung out around your house 
a few times, I've met xem before. Xey're pretty chill. 
This is the first time I've ever seen xem trying to take 
a cat nap in the middle of the road, though[] Hey, 
wait, go back, you missed that plant!" 


Adrien backtracked in the game, and sure enough, 
he'd run right past some jute. 


"Thanks." He said, collecting it. 


He wanted to ask if this was the same black cat he'd 
originally been trying to catch, but he was distracted 
by Plagg's odd phrasing. "What did you say?" 


“What? Xeir pronouns?" 
Xeir whatnouns? 


But before he could ask, Purrincess decided to take a 
detour from the cat tower to the food dispenser, and 

started its casual, limping stroll across his computer 

desk, stepping deftly around his keyboards and mice, 
but still blocking the screens. 


Adrien was too shocked at its sudden bravery to even 
be mad, even when it meant his character got killed. 


Purrincess hadn't voluntarily gotten this close to him 
by itself so far, and the fact that it was just confidently 
walking less than a foot in front of him, stepping over 
his hands, felt like a miracle. 


He didn't want to ruin it, so he held perfectly still, 
even when it leaned down to sniff at his hand. 


After a few moments, it lifted its head, its mouth open 
in a strange expression, and turned its head to look at 
him, apparently trying to tell him he smelled bad. 


Then after a few more moments, it turned away again 
and kept on walking, then jumped down to the floor 
and made a bee-line for the food dispenser. 


That was when the new cat decided to make its 
presence known. Purrincess was limping across the 
middle of the floor, in front of Adrien's bed, and then 
suddenly the new cat was jumping out of cover and 
darting across the room, its tail held straight up in the 
air behind it, charging straight towards Purincess, 
who wasn't looking and couldn't see it. 


Adrien's heart leapt in alarm, and he almost fell out of 
his seat, but he couldn't move quickly enough to stop 
the black cat from reaching Purrincess. He was sure 
that the cats were about to fight, tear each other to 
pieces, that the black cat was about to attack 
Purrincess. 


But instead of attacking, the black cat just came up 
and rammed its head into Purrincess' side, its tail still 
held straight up and vibrating in the air. Purrincess 
whipped around in surprise, and for a moment 
seemed to freeze. 


But then the moment passed, and it lifted its tail too, 
and ran its head into the black cat's, and the next 
thing Adrien knew, he had two cats in front of him, 
tails in the air, purring so loudly he could hear it even 
across the room, nuzzling each other like they were 
long-lost lovers. 


Wait. 


This was the black cat he'd seen the day he'd caught 
Purrincess! 


Purrincess was so excited to see the black cat, its only 
reaction when the food dispenser chimed was to 
glance over at it for a moment before going right back 
to ramming its head into the black cat's shoulder. The 
black cat sat down, and started grooming Purrincess' 
Shoulder, and it sat down too and did the same with 
the back of the black cat's neck. 


The only thing Adrien could do was sit there and 
stare. He'd never seen Purrincess so happy, ever. 


He looked over at Plagg, who was floating in the air 
like he was lying on his belly, his chin propped up on 
his tiny paws, watching the cats happily, purring 
away. 


So. It looked like Adrien was going to have to adopt 
this cat too. 


“What did you say its name was?" He asked Plagg 
quietly, not wanting to ruin the moment. 


"T didn't." Plagg replied, still purring, "But xeir name 
is Jasper. I've seen xeir owners, and trust me, you 
Should just pretend they don't exist. They don't 
deserve this cat." 


There was that xeir word again. What did that mean? 
“What is xeir?" He asked, "You keep saying that." 


Plagg looked over at him, one eyebrow raised 
Sskeptically. "That's xeir pronouns. You know, 
pronouns? The way you refer to someone without 
using their name? Jasper's pronouns are xey, xem, 
xeir, and xemself." 


Adrien stared. What. 


Plagg raised the other eyebrow. "Alright, I'll give you 
an example. That is Jasper, xey are a black cat. Xeir 
owners are neglectful idiots who don't even try to 
keep xem inside. Jasper knows how to open the front 
door by xemself, and xeir owners are too stupid and 
lazy to fix the door latch, which means Jasper can run 
around outside whenever xey want, and even sleep in 
the middle of the road where xey can get hit by a car. 
Got it?" 


Adrien had been awake for over an hour now, but it 
was still too early to be this confused. "So... wha... ?" 


Plagg sat up and folded his legs. "Alright, let me 
explain it a bit. You do know what pronouns are, 
right? He is a pronoun, him is a pronoun, any word 
that you use in place of a name, otherwise known as a 
noun, is a pronoun. 


"If we didn't use pronouns, if someone wanted to talk 
about you, they'd just say, "That's Adrien, Adrien's on 
the fencing team, Adrien's one of the top in the class, 
and only a few people have ever beaten Adrien ina 


match, and only on days where Adrien wasn't doing 
Adrien's best anyways.’ 


“You use the pronouns he, him, his, and himself, so 
instead of just saying nothing but ‘Adrien’ all the time, 
people can say, ‘That's Adrien, he's on the fencing 
team, he's one of the top in the class, and only a few 
people have ever beaten him in a match, and only on 
days where he wasn't doing his best anyways’. Since 
Jasper's pronouns are xey, xem, xeir, and xemself, 
instead of saying, ‘he's a black cat’, you Say 'xey're a 
black cat'. Does that make sense?" 


Okay, that kind of did make sense, now that Adrien 
was thinking about it. But something still didn't make 
sense. "How do you know what Jasper's pronouns 
are? Can you talk to cats?" 


Plagg snorted. "No, I can't talk to cats. Cats can't talk, 
not like we do. Those are Jasper's pronouns because I 
Said so. You can give a pet any pronouns you like, just 
like you can name them whatever you like. They don't 
actually understand what we're saying, they don't 
know or care what we call them." 


The two cats had finally noticed the food in the 
dispenser, and were heading towards it, walking with 
their sides pressed together like they were trying to 
meld together into a single being. 


Plagg gave a little laugh at the sight, and pointed. 
"Look, Adrien, just like Scherzo!" 


Adrien snorted out a laugh at that, then turned back 
to his computer when it chimed to let him know the 
vet had replied. 


They would be available for him to come pick up in an 
hour and a half, since that would give them time to 
collect all the supplies they would need. 


Adrien leaned back in his chair and clicked back to 
the game to see that he'd been logged out due to 
inactivity, and laughed to himself. 


A little while ago he would never have imagined 
owning a single cat, let alone owning two. 


And this time it was a black cat, like he'd originally 
wanted. He hadn't actually gotten a chance to see 
what color its eyes were, but that didn't matter as 
much to him anymore, he had to admit. He'd 
originally wanted a cat because he thought it would 
be cool. Now he was just happy that Purrincess was 
happy, and had trusted him enough to walk right in 
front of him. And hadn't stepped on his keyboard 
while it was at it, either. That was also a bonus. 


If what Plagg said about Jasper's owners was true, 
then he was glad he'd caught...he tried to remember 
what Plagg had said. He was glad he'd caught...xem? 


That was going to take some getting used to. He still 
didn't understand it, not really. But Purrincess was 
happier than he'd ever seen it, Jasper was happy, 
Plagg was happy, He was happy, and there was no 
Akuma yet today. 


If all went according to plan, Jasper would get a 
checkup from the vet to make sure...xey, right, were 
healthy, and then Adrien would officially have another 
Cat. 


It wasn't even a question of whether or not he would 
keep xem. The only way he was going to willingly 
dump this cat back outside was if he was Akumatized, 
and that wouldn't even be willing, so it didn't count. 


He just hoped his room was big enough for two cats. 
He still had to keep them a secret, and he bet he 
would have to pay the staff even more to keep quiet 
now... 


But he looked over at Purrincess and Jasper purring 
together as they ate, and he knew it was worth it. 


The vet actually laughed out loud when he asked 
them if his room was big enough for two cats. 


Actually, they laughed out loud, and then they kept 
laughing, and actually started crying with laughter. 
He was surprised they didn't start rolling around on 
the floor. 


When they finally got themselves back under control, 
they gasped, still laughing a little, "Oh, I'm sorry, Mr. 
Agreste, but your room is so large you could have 
over a dozen cats and there would still be plenty of 
space left over for all of them, as long as they got 
along well. I don't think you realize just how large 
your bedroom is. No offense, but I could fit my 
grandma's entire house and my apartment in here 
and it still wouldn't cover the whole floor, let alone 
the ceiling. Trust me, Mr. Agreste, you could adopt a 
dozen more cats and you still wouldn't have a space 
issue. The only thing you'll need change is to geta 
few more litterboxes, at least two more, just because 
the space is so large." 


Jasper was easier for the vet to handle than 
Purrincess had been, since Jasper seemed much more 
tame. For the sake of not getting in trouble, Adrien 
decided not to mention the little detail of Jasper 
already having owners. If they didn't want xem to get 
stolen, they should have kept xem inside. Finders 
keepers, losers weepers. 


The vet{who finally, after suddenly realizing Adrien 
didn't know[jintroduced themselves as Aesculus. They 
didn't have any problem using Jasper's pronouns, 
even though Adrien was still slightly confused about 
how to use them. They actually thought it was really 
cool. 


Then they told Adrien that their pronouns were 
they/them, and that at least Adrien knew how to use, 
since he already did it when he was talking about 
multiple people. All that was different was that this 
time it was just talking about one person. 


And then Aesculus asked Adrien what Ais pronouns 
were. 


And that was why Adrien was currently sitting in front 
of his computer, while Aesculus used one of the mice 
to navigate to a site that would explain what trans 
and nonbinary meant, since Aesculus admitted they 
weren't very good at explaining it themselves. 


Adrien had been baffled when they asked him what 
his pronouns were, since couldn't they just tell from 
looking at him? He couldn't tell if they were a boy ora 
girl when he looked at them, so it made sense that he 
would call them they. 


And when Aesculus started to explain, and started 
telling him about a website he could check out later 
that would explain it better, he invited them to just 
Show him now on the computer so he wouldn't forget. 


Aesculus had asked him what his pronouns were 
because they were leaving open the possibility that 
Adrien was trans, and used different pronouns other 
than he and him, even though he looked like a boy. 


Adrien had never thought of that before. He'd never 
considered the possibility that he could be something 
besides a boy. It was strange to think about... 


...and somehow... 
...exhilarating? 


He hadn't been this excited by an idea since he'd 
found Plagg's Miraculous sitting on his table and been 
told that he could transform into a cat super hero. 


"So I don't have to be a boy?" He asked, hardly able to 
believe it was true, his heart racing in his chest so 
hard he thought it would explode. 


Aesculus smiled widely, his joy contagious "Not if you 
don't want to be." 


All his life, Adrien had been told who he was and what 
he was, and what he going to be. His mother and 
father had shaped his every wish and dream. He 
didn't have any hobbies that he did because he 
enjoyed them, he had the hobbies his parents had 
chosen for him, because they were the kind of 
hobbies respectable boys had. 


Even his name they'd chosen. Adrien. He'd never 
liked the name Adrien, or any of his middle names, or 
even his /Jast name. He hated the name Adrien, he 
hated Abel, he hated Alphonso, he hated Anton, he 
hated Arthur, he hated Athanase, and he hated 
Agreste. Maybe because of the way his parents 


always said them, like they were chains to cage him 
with. Anytime he'd done something as a child that 
they hadn't approved of, they'd rattled off his full 
name while reprimanding him, like it was a spell they 
were casting to make him into something he wasn't, 
the perfect son. All it did was make him resent his 
many names, and resent his parents even more. 


He didn't want to be what they wanted him to be. He 
couldn't be what they wanted him to be. 


And now he was learning that he didn't have to. 
He didn't have to be the perfect son. He didn't have to 
be a son. He didn't have to be a boy, he didn't have to 


be a man, he didn't even have to be Adrien anymore if 
he didn't want to be. 


He could be... 


Well, no, he couldn't just be Chat Noir, he still needed 
to keep that identity secret. But he could be... 


Well, he could figure that out later. 


“Can I be a cat?" He asked, before he could stop 
himself. 


Out of all the things he could be, he wanted to be a 
cat most of all. He wanted the tail and the ears and 
the claws and the teeth, the ability to run around and 
climb on all fours as easy as breathing. It was what 
he'd wanted to be when he was a kid, and when he 
told his parents, his mother had rolled her eyes in 


disgust and had said, "Adrien Abel Alphonso Anton 
Arthur Athanase Agreste, you will stop this 
ridiculousness right now. You are not a cat. You 
cannot be a cat. You are a boy, and this is extremely 
unbecoming. Go to your room and practice your piano 
lessons until you forget about this nonsense." 


And he had forgotten, until now. 


Aesculus smiled again, opened a new tab, and started 
typing in the search bar. "Yes, yes you can. Have you 
ever heard the word 'otherkin' before?" 


Chapter 3: Becoming Who You Always Wanted to 
Be 


It wasn't even noon yet, and already so much had 
changed. It had been almost two and a half hours 
since Aesculus had started explaining about different 
queer and otherkin identities. 


Adrien Agreste no longer existed. 


Well, no, that wasn't quite true. He still existed 
legally, and in the minds of all his fans and his 
horrible, cruel father. And well, everyone else who'd 
ever known him, really. 


But Adrien Agreste himself? He was gone. 


In his place was Pandora, who had chosen a new 
name, one that was more fitting, more fun, more 
reflective of who ne was as a person. Pandora wasn't 
the perfect son riv father wanted ne to be [] ne never 
had been, and never would be. 


It had taken Pandora a little getting used to to figure 
out how to use Jasper's pronouns correctly, and now, 
just a few hours later, ne had changed riv own 
pronouns, and ne was ecstatic. These pronouns were 
fun to say, they were cool, they would make riv father 
so angry he would probably get Akumatized (which 
Adrien had been looking forward to seeing, and now 
Pandora was looking forward to it even more.), and 
they just felt right. 


Pandora was diving in headfirst, with no hesitation or 
regard for anything except for how right this felt. Ne 
didn't care what riv father would say, besides how 
funny it would be to see him lose his cool enough to 
get Akumatized. Gabriel Agreste was always hiding 
away from the public so that no one could ever see 
him make a mistake. Getting Akumatized would be a 
horrible embarrassment for him, after he'd spent so 
long cultivating his public image as untouchable and 
mysterious, being Akumatized and embarrassed like 
that would wound his pride in a way it hadn't been 
probably for decades 


Adrien had never liked being a boy. It had always felt 
like a cage to him. 


And now Pandora had realized that ne didn't have to 
be one if ne didn't want to be. It was as easy as 
saying, "I'm not a boy". It was as easy as saying, "I'm 
a cat". 


Ne had expected Aesculus to make fun of rix for 
saying that, but they had been nothing but happy to 
show rix pages that explained what the words 
“otherkin" and "xenogender" meant. 


Otherkin was the word used to describe people who 
identified as something besides human, for many 
different reasons, and xenogender was the name used 
for the way people could describe their gender 
through metaphors rather than just saying "male" or 
"female", since not everyone was male or female. 


That's part of what nonbinary meant too[fnot being 
strictly female or male. Some nonbinary people were 
both, others went back and forth, and still more were 
nowhere in between, they were something completely 
separate. Some people could only describe their 
genders using xenogenders, since it was the only way 
for them to get their feelings across. 


Gender wasn't as simple as being either a "man" ora 
“woman", like Adrien had always been taught. 


Trans meant someone who didn't identify with the 
gender they'd been assigned at birth. Which Aesculus 
hadn't, and Pandora didn't. Adrien Agreste had been 
assigned male at birth[Jhad been assigned 'boy', and 
Pandora didn't agree with that, didn't identify as a 
boy or as male, so that made rix trans. 


And if Pandora didn't identify as female or a girl [] 
which ne didn't [] then ne could call rixelf nonbinary, if 
ne wanted to. And if ne wanted to have a more 
specific label, well... 


Catgender was a thing, Pandora wasn't the only one 
who felt this way. There was even a pride flag for it, a 
few of them, actually. Mostly the stripes were pastel 
pinks, blues, and purples, sometimes with some pastel 
yellow added in. 


Pandora wasn't really a pastel kind of...cat. 


Yeah, ne liked the sound of that. Ne really liked the 
sound of that. Ne wasn't a boy or a girl, ne was a cat. 
It was finally a descriptor that felt right. 


And cats could be whatever they wanted. 


Ne was just about to ask Aesculus another question 
when, of course, with the worst timing ever, the 
Akuma alarms installed on the TV began to blare, and 
the TV turned itself on automatically, each sub-screen 
opening to a different news channel in case any of 
them went down, and all the screens of riv computer 


going to different livestreams and blogs, including 
The Ladyblog. 


The anti-Akuma system's AI automatically sorted 
through the different news feeds and gave the most 
relevant one priority, so that suddenly riv classmate's 
face was taking up most of riv wall as she was in the 
middle of saying into her phone, "- -it looks like Andre 
the icecream man has once again been Akumatized by 
Hawkmoth, so everyone, please get inside and out of 
Sight, and if you can't find shelter, pair up with 
someone and pretend like you're dating until you're 
somewhere Safe. I'm already inside with my family, so 
don't worry about me. 


“Remember, this guy's a creep even when he's not 
Akumatized, so I'm sorry to my queer sibs, but you'll 
have to pair up as close to girls with guys as you can 
make it look, otherwise the Akuma will still target 
you. Ladybug hasn't failed to bring anyone back from 
the other side yet, and she's defeated this Akuma 
before, but you still don't want to take that chance, 
okay? Get inside as fast as you can, and close the 
curtains and doors. This Akuma isn't smart enough to 
look realize people can be inside buildings if he can't 
already see them, and so far he hasn't attacked any 
buildings where people were hidden. 


"If you're new to the city and haven't heard of Andre 
yet, this guy runs an overhyped moving ice cream 


cart where you don't get to pick the flavors, and he'll 
try to analyze your love life and pick flavors for you 
based off of who he thinks you should be in a 
relationship with. And if you think that sounds cute 
instead of terrible, let me just stop you right there, 
because this guy will literally tell people who are 
currently in a relationship that they are destined for 
other people, and that their current relationship is 
going nowhere and doomed to fail. 


“He is obsessed with prying into and manipulating 
people's romantic relationships, and isn't afraid to 
pressure and harass people into going along with 
whatever he says about their personal lives, and it 
looks like he's once again taken it too far, and pushed 
someone hard enough that they pushed back. This 
isn't the first time Andre's been Akumatized after 
being called out for his inappropriate behavior, and it 
probably won't be the last. 


“Alright, sorry folks, but my phone battery is dying 
after I dropped it earlier, and the Akuma has frozen 
the power to this section of the city, so this is Alya 
Césaire, Ladyblogger, signing off for now, from safety, 
hoping you're somewhere safe too." 


The livestream ended, and the TV automatically 
shifted to another channel, one with a reporter 
Pandora didn't recognize. 


But ne had already stopped paying attention, since ne 
already had all the information ne needed. 


Ne knew where Alya's house was, and knew how to 
get there. The Akuma was either still there, or 
somewhere nearby, and with how giant he had been 
last time, it would be easy to track him from the 
rooftops. 


Aesculus stepped forward and held out a hand for 
Pandora, "Quick, do your windows have blinds? We 
need to either shade the windows, or hide somewhere 
else, in case the Akuma heads this way!" 


Pandora had to think quickly. Ne needed to transform, 
but how was ne going to distract Aesculus so they 
didn't ask questions about where ne'd run off to? 


Fortunately, Plagg chose that moment to come out of 
hiding, behind Aesculus’ shoulder, where he started to 
mime picking something up, then pointed frantically 
at the bathroom. 


It took Pandora a few seconds to figure out what he 
was trying to Say. 

"Right!" Ne exclaimed, "Aesculus, you'll have to take 
the cats and hide in the bathroom, I'll go and make 
sure my family and the cleaning staff know to stay out 
of sight, and I'll hide with them so they don't try to 
come in here! Remember- - I'm not supposed to have 
the cats, so you can't leave my room unless it's an 


emergency, okay? You have to stay in here while it's 
still safe. Chat Noir and I can contact each other 
whenever we want, I'll ask- -" 


...Well crap. Ne couldn't very well keep using he/him 
pronouns as Chat Noir, now could ne? That would 
defeat the whole point of changing them... 


"- -I'll make sure Chat Noir comes to get you as soon 
as possible." Ne finished awkwardly. 


Aesculus seemed convinced, thankfully. "Alright," 
They said, "You go make sure everyone else is safe, 
I'll get the cats to the bathroom." 


Wasting no time, Aesculus strode across the floor 
towards the food dispenser, and grabbed one of the 
cans of catfood from the storage area. "Come on, 
kitties!" They called, pulling on the tab so the can 
opened with a now-familiar metallic hiss. 


Purrincess immediately came out of wherever it'd 
been hiding, with Jasper not far behind. The two 
seemed slightly hesitant to see Aesculus, but followed 
them willingly enough into the bathroom, lured by the 
smell of the canned cat food and the familiar sight of 
the can. 


Once Aesculus shut the bathroom door and Pandora 
heard it lock, ne turned and ran out of the room into 
the hallway, shutting riv bedroom door behind rixelf. 


The cleaning staff weren't allowed to use their phones 
or anything when they were inside the mansion; they 
had to turn them in with Henri, Pandora's bodyguard, 
before they were even let in through the front gate, 
no matter how long they'd been working for the 
Agrestes. That meant the staff wouldn't know there 
was an Akuma loose unless one of them had managed 
to sneak their phone past the detector. Which 
Pandora doubted any of them could manage with their 
limited resources. It was a very sophisticated 
detector. 


Ne ran to the middle of the long hall above the stairs 
so that there would be more chance of being heard, 
then shouted, "There's an Akuma! It's the ice cream 
man again! Close the curtains and stay out of sight! 
I'm going to hide in my room with the door locked!" 


Ne saw a few people poke their heads out of doors, 
and one person exclaimed, "God damn it!" 


That simultaneous warning and alibi accomplished, ne 
turned and headed back towards riv room, and 
ducked inside, locking the door behind rix. "Plagg," 
Ne whispered, "Claws out!" 


Thankfully, the bathroom was also fully soundproofed, 
so ne didn't have to worry about Aesculus hearing 
that transformation phrase. 


Once ne had riv tails and claws the way it should be, 
ne crossed the room in a single bound, leapt up toa 
window and hit it at just the right speed and angle to 
open it silently from several day's worth of practise, 
and then ne was out in the sky above the city, arcing 
through the air towards the next rooftop. 


Ne spun once ne landed, then took off towards the 
north edge of the roof, running on all fours for 
maximum speed. This was the way to Alya's house, 
and as long as nothing happened to distract rix, ne 
Should be able to get there within a few minutes at 
top speed. 


Ne had gotten three city blocks away from riv house 
when something did, unfortunately, distract rix. 


It was a sudden shout for help from the street below: 
"Help!" 

It startled rix so much, ne almost stumbled and fell off 
the roof ne'd been about to jump from. Riv claws 
actually scratched several deep gouges in the tiles, 
which made rix wince at the scratching texture. 


Ne scanned the street below rix, trying to pinpoint 
where the shout had come from. The street looked 
empty now, no one visible, and whoever had shouted 
wasn't still calling for help. 


Ne was just about to assume ne'd imagined it, and 
braced rixelf to leap again, when the shout came 


again, "Help!" This time, now that ne was sitting still, 
ne realized that the voice was weak, like whoever it 
belonged to was struggling to breathe, let alone 
Shout. It was coming from somewhere below rix, in 
the shadow of the roof ne was perched on. 


Alarm flooded through riv veins, and for just half a 
second, ne was disappointed that ne was going to 
have to delay joining Ladybug in the fight. But ne 
Shook that thought off aggressively. Helping people 
was more important than seeing Ladybug, and ne 
knew that. 


Ne jumped down off the roof and onto the deserted 
street, twisting riv head, trying to find the person who 
had spoken. It took a few seconds, but then ne saw 
them. 


It was a young man who was collapsed against the 
side of the building, barely managing to hold himself 
upright by leaning heavily against the bricks. He was 
clutching at his chest, wheezing noisily. 


His eyes widened when he saw Pandora, but he didn't 
speak, just kept wheezing like he couldn't breathe. 


Pandora dashed over, looking for signs of injury. But 
there was no blood, no bruises. Just the fact that he 
couldn't breathe. "What's wrong? What happened? 
Did the Akuma do this?" Ne asked, trying not to sound 


frantic. Ne didn't know this Akuma could stop people 
from breathing! 


But the man just shook his head weakly, and made 
some sort of gesture. He opened his mouth and tried 
to say something, but nothing came out. 


Pandora made a snap decision, and rather than trying 
to wait and figure out an answer, swooped forward to 
grab the guy in riv arms, said, "Hold on!" And leapt 
back up onto the roof. 


It would be slower going without the use of riv arms, 
but it was still faster than a human could manage on 
their own, even if they sprinted the whole way. 


There was a hospital just a block away, and Pandora 
shot towards it as fast as ne could, trying to make the 
jumps and landings as smooth as possible so the man 
wouldn't be jostled too much. 


They closed distance with the hospital in under a 
minute, and Pandora leapt down towards the entrance 
to the emergency room and kicked the doors open, 
Shouting into the empty room, "Hey! Help! I have an 
emergency here!" 


Some nurses immediately stood up from behind the 
counter on the far side of the room, rushing towards 
them, urging Pandora further inside. 


“What happened?" One of them demanded, breaking 
off to grab a wheeled gurney while the other one kept 


coming forward to check the man's pulse. At some 
point he'd fallen unconcious, which was not helping 
Pandora to stay calm. 


"IT don't know, he was alone on the street, and he 
called for help, but he couldn't breathe, I don't know 
what's wrong with him!" Ne explained as quickly as 
ne could, "I have to go and help Ladybug defeat the 
Akuma, will you be able to help him?" 


More nurses had appeared suddenly, and were 
Surrounding the man on the gurney. 


“We've got things handled here, Chat Noir, go help 
Ladybug!" One of them called, as they started 
wheeling the man across the room towards the doors 
that led deeper into the hospital, "Good luck!" 


Within a few seconds, ne was alone in the room again, 
except for the two nurses that went to hide behind 
the counter again. 


Ne didn't want to stand around in the lobby making a 
target of the place, so ne turned and ran back out the 
doors, pushing riv worry about the stranger to the 
back of riv mind. Now ne needed to focus on the fight. 
Ne needed to find the Akuma and help Ladybug take 
it down before more people got hurt. 


Ne scaled a wall to get onto the closest solid roof, and 
was in mid-leap to the next roof on the path that 
would lead to Alya's house when a white flash 


suddenly lit the sky off to riv right. Then a stream of 
red covered the sky and swarmed over rix before ne 
could even react. The shock of it made rix mess up riv 
landing, and ne slammed into the hard surface of the 
next roof, and rolled uncontrollably for a few feet 
before skidding to a stop. 


Thankfully but uselessly, the Miraculous Ladybugs 

Swarmed over rix again a few seconds later, trying to 
fix damage that wasn't there. It was the thought that 
counted, ne guessed, sitting up and shaking riv head. 


The Miraculous transformation gave rix a protective 
suit that could withstand a blow from a giant. A little 
tumble across a roof was nothing. It didn't even hurt. 
Maybe if ne jumped off the very top of the Eiffel 
Tower and didn't do anything to slow or break riv fall, 
it would hurt, but even that probably wouldn't kill rix, 
or even incapacitate rix. Probably. 


Ne sat there as the Miraculous Ladybugs swarmed 
over everything in sight, repairing any damage that 
had been caused since the Akuma was formed, 
Siphoning off the ambient energy released by 
Hawkmoth's Miraculous and transforming it into 
healing energy capable of not only repairing buildings 
and healing injuries, but bringing people back from 
the dead. 


It was better to wait until after the Miraculous 
Ladybugs were done repairing things to try and move, 


Since they sometimes teleported people and things 
from place to place, and running into a car that had 
suddenly appeared in the middle of the road wasn't a 
fun experience. 


It took a while for the spell to end, longer than it 
usually took. Surprisingly, the Miraculous Ladybugs 
came back for a third pass at rix, and when the red 
blur was gone from riv vision, ne was shocked to see 
that riv suit had changed. 


There were pale yellow bands around riv fingers like 
gold rings, and pale green jaguar spots all up and 
down riv arms, legs, chest, and tail. More gold bands 
were on the tip of riv tail, and on riv feet. 


And... 


Now ne had fur, instead of the pseudo-leather armor. 
Ne could feel it when ne rubbed one hand [] no, now it 
was a paw up and down riv arm. Ne could feel the 
breeze blowing through it like riv hair in riv human 
form. It was pitch black, like it was absorbing all the 
light in the world, so that the green and yellow, pale 
though they were, seemed to glow like neon in 
comparison. 

Ne stared around in confusion, blinking rapidly, trying 


to figure out what had happened. Somehow, the 
Miraculous Ladybugs had done this! But how? Why? 


Ne wasn't complaining- - not even remotely. Ne had 
liked riv outfit as Chat Noir, but this- - this was on 
another level entirely. Ne didn't even have a mirror to 
check, but ne just knew ne looked way cooler than ne 
ever had before. 


Was this a permanent change? What if ne 
detransformed, and lost it forever? 


There wasn't much Pandora could do to find answers. 
Ladybug had used her Lucky Charm and the 
Miraculous Ladybugs, so that meant she'd been on 
her five minute timer, and that timer was probably 
now up. And Pandora didn't have any way to find her 
when there wasn't an Akuma on the loose. The only 
time ne knew where Ladybug was was when she was 
kicking the latest Akuma's ass. Then she would 
always run away as soon as the battle was finished, 
before they could learn anything about each other, 
and Pandora was left in the dark as always, with no 
way to contact her, no way to know who she was. 


She was the coolest girl Pandora had ever met, and it 
looked like ne would never actually get to know her. 
The only time they saw each other was when Akuma 
were attacking, and Ladybug didn't share riv desire to 
become better acquainted. 


Ne wasn't on a timer right now, because ne hadn't 
had to use the C-word. 


But there was another sort of timer ne had to worry 
about, and that was Aesculus and the cleaning staff. 
Each of them thought ne was hiding with the other, 
and now that the Miraculous Ladybugs had swept 
through, Aesculus would be wondering where ne was, 
and had no way of leaving riv room by themself. The 
only way in and out that didn't involve a trek through 
the mansion was through the window. 


Ne needed to get back there before Aesculus started 
asking questions. Ne could worry about these strange 
but awesome changes once ne was detransformed 
and alone with Plagg. Plagg would know what had 
happened, surely. He was a kwami, he had to know. 


Pandora stood, stretched to make sure ne still knew 
how to move properly, then crouched, ran, and made 
the first leap that would take rix home. 


Nothing had changed about the ease with which ne 
jumped, ran, or climbed, so it seemed for now like the 
changes had been purely cosmetic. 


Pandora had to admit to being disappointed by that. 
Ne'd almost believed this was a power up of some 
sort, like leveling up, or collecting skill points... 


But unfortunately, it looked like life didn't work by 
video game logic. 


Aesculus had let themself out of the bathroom once 
the Miraculous Ladybugs went past, and when 
Pandora came in through the window and landed on 
the railing for the upper floor, ne found that they were 
sitting on one of the couches in the library, Jasper 
curled up next to them, Purrincess sitting on the far 
edge of the couch, crouching, looking at them both 
with a singularly intense expression. 


Aesculus saw rix perched on the railing, and froze like 
a deer caught in the headlights, their breathing 
audibly stopping in a sudden gasp. It reminded 
Pandora very viscerally of the man ne'd rescued 
earlier, and ne asked in alarm, "Are you okay?" 


Aesculus released the breath they'd sucked in, and 
asked hesitantly, "Chat Noir?" 


Oops. Pandora hadn't actually forgotten that riv 
appearance had changed, ne'd just forgotten that 
other people wouldn't know about it just yet. 


"It's me!" Ne reassured, lifting riv hands in an 
attempt to be peaceable, "I don't know what 
happened - - Ladybug defeated the Akuma and used 
the Miraculous Ladybugs, and suddenly I looked like 
this!" Ne couldn't resist grinning, and asked excitedly, 
“How cool is this? This is way better than what I had 
before!" 


It was then that Pandora realized that both the cats 
had frozen in place, staring at rix with wide, scared 
eyes. Looking exactly as afraid as Aesculus had before 
they'd realized who ne was. 


Right. Cats couldn't talk, and they wouldn't 
understand that it was still rix, even though ne looked 
different. Purrincess might be able to recognize riv 
voice, but it still wasn't even entirely comfortable in 
riv presence, and Jasper hadn't had any time to get to 
know rix yet. Heck, ne didn't even know anything 
about Jasper's personality besides that xey liked to 
Sleep in the middle of the road. 


"Hey, it's okay kitty kitties, I'm not going to hurt you." 
Ne said, trying to sound soothing. 


It didn't work. The two cats continued to stare in what 
was Clearly terror. 


Pandora felt riv heart sink. Ne didn't want them to be 
afraid of rix, not ever. Ne would have to fix this later, 
make sure ne transformed where they could see rix so 
they would figure out that ne wasn't a threat. If this 
change was permanent, that is, which ne didn't know 
for sure yet. 


“Um, Adrien called me, h- -" Pandora stalled for a 
minute, unsure which pronouns to use. Ne needed to 
pretend to be two different people. But ne was also 
pretending that those two people were friends. So 


surely, if Adrien had changed his pronouns, he would 
have told his best friend Chat Noir? Probably. "Sorry, 
ne asked me to drop you back off at your clinic, or 
your house, or wherever you wanted to go. Ne said, 
uh, ne's stuck with riv father's secretary, or 
something, so he- -l mean ne won't be back up here 
for a while." Oh this was stressful. Ne needed to 
pretend to be supportive but still confused since this 
was supposed to be brand new information as 
opposed to three hours old, and now ne was getting 
confused rixelf. 


But Aesculus just nodded, and said, "Sure, you can 
drop me off at my house." and stood up slowly so that 
the cats wouldn't be more frightened than they were 
already. When Aesculus moved between them and 
Pandora, they took the opportunity to slink away 
together deeper into the library, bodies held low to 
the ground, like horses. 


Pandora needed to find out what had caused this 
change, and to do that, ne needed to detransform and 
talk to Plagg. 


But before that could happen, ne needed to drop 
Aesculus off back at their house. 


It wasn't even one in the afternoon yet, and already so 
much had changed. 


Chapter 4: Making Friends, Building 
Connections 


The rest of the day rolled by without incident. 
Pandora dropped Aesculus off back at their house 
without being spotted by anyone who would ask 
questions ne didn't have the answer to in regards to 
riv new look, and there were no more Akuma to fight 
(or, in this case, not even get close to). Sometimes 
Hawkmoth was persistent, and created more than one 
in a single day. But not today, it seemed. 


Neither Pandora's father nor Nathalie came to "check 
up" on rix afterward, and the cleaning staff didn't 
complain when it was finally time for them to clean 
riv room when they saw Jasper. 


They also didn't ask for a raise in their "keep my cats 
a secret" bribe, but that was probably mostly 
because, unlike Purrincess, Jasper could be convinced 
to approach and be pet if the person crouched down 
and waved their fingers at xem, so they got 
distracted. 


Pandora decided to pay them back for not asking for a 
raise by not reprimanding them for getting distracted 
while on the clock. It seemed a fair enough 
compromise. 


It had been nerve-wracking, detransforming to let the 
cleaning staff in without knowing if ne would still 
have the new changes the next time ne transformed, 
but it had to be done. The cleaning crew couldn't just 
leave without doing their jobs, ne could make them 
wait if ne wanted to, but if they were delayed for too 
long, Nathalie was sure to complain to riv father 
about it, and there were few worse things Pandora 
could think of than the idea of riv father coming into 
riv room. 


Riv father was a jerk face who never showed himself 
except to yell at Pandora for something or tell rix 
some horrible news. The rest of the mansion was too 
boring to contemplate. Riv room was the one place 
that Pandora was sure to have a respite from riv 
father's attitude, and besides - - all riv things were in 
here. Riv books, movies, games, rock-climbing wall, 
Skate park, zip line VR station...and now the cats. 


Detransforming with the risk of losing the cool 
changes was worth reducing the chance that riv 
father would feel the need to come upstairs. 


There were a lot of things Pandora would be willing to 
do if it meant riv father would just leave rix alone. Ne 
was tired of constantly being told ne was a 
disappointment, wasn't good enough, and wasn't 
allowed to have fun. 


Ne played more Elder Scrolls Online while the 
cleaning staff went through the room, dusting, 
wiping, and tidying, collecting riv dirty clothes and 
putting the ones that had been washed back in the 
proper places, petting Jasper every now and then 
when xey followed one of them around looking for 
attention. 


Purrincess mostly stayed up on top of the cat tower, 
but Pandora could see it watching Jasper the entire 
time. 


When the last of the staff had checked in that their 
section was complete, Pandora decided that ne didn't 
want to keep riv new identity a secret. Ne had enough 
secrets to worry about, ne didn't want this to be one 
of them. 


Ne stopped the cleaners before they could leave, and 
they all froze. Some of them kept their expressions 
neutral, others either couldn't or didn't want to hide 
the fact that they were annoyed or nervous or bored. 


One of them wasn't even looking at rix, instead 
making baby-doll eyes at Jasper, who was sitting at 
their feet, watching them with interest and flicking 
xeir tail. 


Pandora cleared riv throat, and the staff who weren't 
distracted by a cat...well, they didn't really change. 
The ones who were pretending like they cared were 


still pretending like they cared, the rest still looked 
just as bored or annoyed as they had before. 


This was probably as good as it was going to get. 


"T have an announcement to make." Pandora stated, 
folding riv arms behind riv back to make rixelf look 
authoritative. Then ne realized that that was the exact 
same pose riv father used while being his normal 
jerkface self, and ne hurriedly dropped riv arms to riv 
sides self-consciously. Ne didn't want to be like riv 
father. 


"I wanted to let you know that today I realized that I 
am nonbinary, so I will no longer be using he/him 
pronouns. Instead, I will use the pronouns 
ne/rix/riv/rixelf. I have also changed my name to 
Pandora, so please call me that from now on. I'm nota 
boy or a girl, I'm a cat." 


The staff stared. 


One of them - - the one who had demanded that they 
all be paid extra for keeping Purrincess a secret from 
riv father and Nathalie- - asked, "Do we have to keep 
this a secret too?" 


"No," Pandora said quickly, just to get that out of the 
way SO ne wouldn't have to negotiate for lower bribes 
that weren't even necessary, "I want my father to 
know, and I want Nathalie to know, I want everyone to 
know. This isn't a secret, I'm going to tell everyone at 


school, and tonight I'm going to go on my social 
medias and tell everyone anyways. Do any of you 
need help with my new pronouns? I know it's 
probably confusing, I only just learned about them 
this morning." 


There was a moment of silence, where all the 
cleaning staff side-eyed each other, their expressions 
a mix of surprise and amusement. 


If they were laughing at rix, that was going to be a 
problem. They were only the cleaning staff, so their 
opinions didn't really matter, but still. They were the 
cleaning staff. They were meant to be respectful 
towards their employer. Riv father was - - 


...the one putting food on their tables. And clothes on 
their backs. And electricity in their homes. And life in 
their bones. 


Ne abruptly became aware of how like riv father riv 
thoughts had become. So superior, so haughty, so... 
like everything ne hated about riv father. 


How many times had ne had to listen to riv father go 
on a tirade about how disrespectful someone had 
been, when they hadn't even really done anything 
wrong? How many times had ne just cursed riv father 
inside riv head, wishing for him to just shut up and 
stop complaining and stop being such a jerk already? 


Now ne was doing the same thing. The only difference 
was that ne hadn't said it out loud yet. But ne'd been 
about to. 


Ne was not going to be like riv father. Ne wasn't. Ne 
refused. 


So ne didn't demand the cleaning staff stop laughing 
(because they weren't even laughing, it was just a 
shared glance that seemed like it might be amused, 
but it could be literally anything, ne couldn't read 
minds) at rix. 


Instead, ne asked again, into the silence "Do you need 
me to explain how to use my pronouns? I can give you 
an example. Anytime you would have said 'he', you 
say 'ne'. Anytime you would have said 'him', you say 
'rix'. Anytime you would have said ‘his’, you Say 'riv', 
and if you would have said 'himself' you say 'rixelf'. 


"So, here's an example. 'This is Pandora, ne is 
nonbinary, and uses neopronouns. Ne changed riv 
name because ne didn't like the old one riv parents 
chose for rix. Riv new name is one that ne has chosen 
for rixelf.' Does that help?" 


Still more silence, more awkward than the last. Did 
they think they weren't allowed to talk, or something? 
Ne couldn't remember telling them they weren't 
allowed to talk. 


Then, finally, one of them did something besides just 
stand there and stare at rix. It was the man who 
always wore rainbow socks under his work pants. 
Sometimes when he was crouching to get to a lower 
Shelf, the ankle of his pants lifted enough to reveal 
the colors beneath. He stepped forward a little, and 
said, "Hello, Pandora, it's nice to meet you. I like your 
new pronouns and name. Would you like to know my 
pronouns?" 


One of the others next to him slapped his arm a little 
in some kind of warning, but he just smiled. 


Well, why not? If ne wasn't going to be like riv father, 
that meant ne actually needed to get to know the 
cleaning staff instead of doing nothing but 
complaining about them. 


“What are your pronouns?" Ne asked, now genuinely 
Curious. 


The...person smiled again, and said, "She/her. I'm 
trans, like you are, but instead of being nonbinary, I'm 
a woman. I'm out to all my friends and family, so it's 
okay for you to use my pronouns around everyone, 
including your father. He couldn't tell us apart to save 
his life, so if he hears you say "she", he'll just guess 
wildly, even if I'm standing right in front of him. Trust 
me, we know this from experience. We've tested it. 
It's pretty funny, actually." 


Alright, this was a new concept for Pandora. Riv only 
experience with trans people so far was nonbinary 
people - - Aesculus, and rixelf. 


Ne decided to keep to the basics. Ne didn't want to 
mess things up by accident. "What's your name?" Ne 
asked. 


The cleaning staff didn't wear nametags, because, in 
riv father's words, they were insignificant, 
undeserving of any sort of recognition besides not 
being immediately fired. Some of these people had 
worked for riv father for over a year, but ne didn't 
know any of their names. It wasn't like ne'd made any 
effort to get to know them before. The most 
interaction they'd ever had was when ne initially 
bribed them to keep Purrincess a secret. 


“My name is Miranda." The woman replied, "It means, 
‘to wonder at'." 


The person next to her rolled their eyes, and shook 
their head a little. "My name is Star", they said 
without prompting, "My pronouns are ze/hir. That's 
ze/hir/hirs/hirself. I'm out to everyone too, so I don't 
care who you use my pronouns around." 


Ze pronounced 'hir' like the word 'hear'. Ze had been 
the one that originally insisted that they all be bribed 
to keep their silence about Purrincess. 


They went down the whole line, each of them 
introducing themselves and listing their pronouns. 
There was Macy, who used she/her, Eden, who used 
it/its, Rin, who used it/its, Florian, who used 
they/them, Preston, who used he/him, Rami, who used 
te/ter, Luke, who used he/him, and after that point, 
Pandora just lost track. They weren't all trans - - five 
of them were cis, though one of them admitted that 
they were questioning their gender at the moment. 


There were twenty people assigned to clean riv room, 
and ne couldn't remember all their names, let alone 
their pronouns. 


Ne admitted this sheepishly, and Miranda was nice 
enough to offer a solution: pronoun pins and name 
tags. 


Which was a great idea, and Pandora didn't know why 
ne hadn't thought of it first. Ne had read about 
pronoun pins when Aesculus first showed rix the sites 
that explained what different queer identities were. 
They were like nametags, except for your pronouns, 
and people could wear them all the time, not just 
while they were working, so that people could read 
the pin and know what their pronouns were without 
having to ask or be told. 


Fortunately, Pandora had the newest and most 
advanced model of 3D printer, and immediately 
offered to print out the pins for everyone. Star asked 


if they would have to pay for them, and Pandora 
assured them that they wouldn't. Star was happy to 
accept then, and so was everyone else. 


This was using up time Pandora could be using to 
retransform and see if the changes remained, but it 
was worth it. Ne just needed to be patient. Ne was 
making some new friends, all by rixelf, and with the 
cleaning staff of all people. If riv father knew, he 
would be spitting in rage and indignation. 


And that was just the way Pandora liked it. 


An hour later, all the cleaning staff were still there, 
still on the clock, but Pandora didn't mind. It came 
out of riv father's accounts, not riv. 


The 3D printer was fully customizable, and Pandora 
had been able to set it to create combination pronoun 
pins and nametags for everyone, rixelf included, with 
different colors, patterns, and different pride flags as 
ne got the hang of it and started having more fun with 
it. The staff seemed to be enjoying themselves too, 
which was surprisingly nice to see, actually. Normally, 
Pandora only ever saw these people when they were 
grossed out, angry, annoyed, or bored out of their 
minds. Ne'd never gotten to see them happy and 
relaxed like they were right now. 


Pandora was now the proud owner of a dozen 
different pronoun pins and name tags. Ne'd started 
out simple, then had started experimenting with 
adding colors and backgrounds. Ne'd made a dozen 
pins for everyone else, too, letting them pick and 
design what they wanted with the various laptops ne 
had sitting around. 


The shapes of the pins varied from circles, to ovals, to 
Squares, stars, and random blob shapes. Some of 
them were flat colors, some were shiny, some glowed 
in the dark, and some of them were holograms, 
projecting the words out into the air in front of the 
pin, much to the amazement of most of the staff. 
They'd thought that kind of technology only existed in 
science fiction, which Pandora thought was hilarious. 
Ne'd had access to these kinds of technology since 
before ne could remember. For rix, it was something 
so casual ne barely even thought about it. 


"Are you sure we haven't been teleported to the Star 
Trek universe?" one of the staff asked. Pandora 
glanced over to see the nametags scattered around 
them, and saw that lir name was Dani, and li used 
li/lis/lir/liself pronouns. "I mean," li continued, 
gesturing towards the 3D printer, "This thing is like, a 
literal replicator." 


"No, it's very real." Pandora reassured, amused at the 
Skepticism. 


“But how does it even work?" Dani pressed, 
incredulous, "I mean, this isn't even how 3D printers 
work! They'll print shapes out for you, but you have to 
cut it out of the mold and assemble it - - this thing is 
printing plastic and metal and it comes out already 
assembled, and it comes with paint, and it comes with 
portable hologram technology!" 


Yeah, wasn't it so cool? Pandora was about to open riv 
mouth to boast about how cool it was, when someone 
else - - SJ - - asked, "How big of a thing can this thing 
print? What's the size limit?" 


Pandora put riv hands on riv hips proudly. "It can 
print out anything smaller than itself." 


SJ looked disappointed. 


So Pandora pressed the control key on riv laptop, and 
the rest of the 3D printer began to emerge from the 
panel in the floor. 


The original section that ne had set to lift out of the 
below-floor storage was six feet long and four feet 
wide, used for smaller projects. The full sized version 
was fifty feet long and sixty feet wide, taking up a 
small chunk of space in riv room by the stairs leading 
to the library. 


There wasn't any dramatic music to accompany the 
reveal of the full printer from the depths of the floor, 
but there should have been, from the way the staff 


were just frozen and staring, many of their mouths 
literally gaping open like fish out of water. 


"Like I said," Pandora said, smirking, "It can print 
anything smaller than itself. And since my father has 
it fully stocked with all the materials you could need, 
including precious gems and rare metals and twenty- 
year batteries, there's no limit to what you can make, 
since if what you want to build is too big, you can just 
make the parts and assemble it." Not that Pandora 
had ever needed to do that, anything ne wanted, ne 
could just order online already assembled. 


They were all still staring, apparently stunned beyond 
words. 


Then SJ asked, hesitantly, "Could you use it to make a 
wheelchair?" 


There was no reason it couldn't. Pandora had created 
much more complicated things than wheelchairs. 
Most of riv laptops had been built by this printer, 
Since it could create faster, more sophisticated ones 
than you could find on the market. 


"Sure." Ne said, "Just pick what kind of design you 
want." 


And that was why, half an hour later, Pandora, SJ, and 
SJ's partner, Kris, were on a three-way call so that 
Kris could tell them what the measurements were for 


their wheelchair, which had been damaged at the 
airport after they returned from a business trip, and 
they couldn't afford to fix it, even by combining their 
money. 


Which was shocking, actually. SJ came to work every 
day, and got paid every fourth week. They worked for 
riv father, the top fashion mogul in the world. How 
could these people not afford to be able to fix a simple 
wheelchair? 


Ne asked this outloud, after Kris was done reading off 
all the measurements, and there were a few moments 
of silence, where SJ stared at him warily, before Star, 
one of the few staff members who had elected to stay 
while the rest went home after collecting their 
numerous pins, sighed. 


It was Miranda who spoke up finally, though. 
"Pandora," She said, "How much do you think we get 
paid?" 

Pandora stared. How was ne supposed to know? Ne 
was bribing them with a hundred dollars each day 
they didn't tell riv father about Purrincess (and now 
Jasper), but ne had no idea how much riv father was 
paying them. "Uh," Ne really had no idea, and 
guessed wildly, "Five hundred an hour?" 


Riv allowance was a million dollars for every hour ne 
didn't actively annoy or inconvenience riv father, so 


ne thought it was pretty fair, since riv father didn't 
like anyone being in the house at all, and he 
especially didn't like the cleaning staff, but they were 
a necessity, since there was no way he was going to 
clean, and no way he would make Pandora clean. 
Such labor was too low the Agrestes to participate in. 


Or at least, that's what riv father thought. Ne was 
trying to shake that idea as best ne could. It helped 
that ne had gotten to know the staff as people today, 
rather than just faceless, nameless automatons who 
came in, cleaned, and left. 


Now Pandora could put names and pronouns and 
personalities to the faces that ne had once let riv eyes 
pass over as insignificant. 


They were people, with personalities and lives of their 
own. They existed when they weren't here, cleaning 
riv room. They had friends and families and loved 
ones. They had problems of their own, they existed in 
the world outside riv house. 


Ne didn't know why they were looking at rix like that. 
SJ, Star, and Miranda were all just /Jooking at rix with 
some sort of expression that ne couldn't figure out. 
But it wasn't good. 


"What?" Ne demanded, defensive and self-conscious. 
How was ne supposed to know how much they got 
paid? It had nothing to do with rix! 


Kris was still on speaker from SJ's phone, and the 
static of their silence made things even more 
awkward and embarrassing. 


Star was shaking hirs head, and Pandora really didn't 
like the way ze seemed to be...dismissing rix. Like ne 
had done something wrong that ze'd seen coming. It 
hurt. Ne didn't like it. 


Then Star said, lifting a hand to hirs forehead. 
“Pandora, we get paid fifteen an hour." 


Fifteen thousand? Okay, that was more than ne'd been 
expecting, but still, that should be more than enough 
to pay for - - 


"Fifteen euros an hour." SJ put in, as though able to 
read Pandora's mind. "We get paid fifteen euros an 
hour." 


While Pandora was still processing that number, 
which was so absurdly small ne could barely 
comprehend it, Star continued, "And we all live in one 
of your father's apartment complexes, where the rent 
is three thousand a month, and none of the utilities 
are included, and the utilities are owned by your 
father, and he charges two hundred a month for each 
of them. That's water, heat, air conditioning, 
electricity, wifi, and the cost to keep the elevators 
running. And that doesn't even include groceries or 
gas for our cars, or insurance, or anything. We barely 


have enough money to eat twice a day, we can't afford 
things like emergency medical care or repairs for 
expensive mobility aids." 


"Why can't you just move somewhere else?" Ne asked, 
baffled. Ne had never moved house, but ne knew 
people did it all the time. If things were that bad, why 
didn't they just leave? 


Star looked exasperated and depressed and angry, all 
at once. "Because your father owns more than half 
the properties in this city, and Mayor Bourgeoise 
owns the other half, and the few that aren't controlled 
by the Agrestes or the Bourgeoise are owned by 
private citizens who've had them passed down 
through their families and are lucky enough not to 
have been forced into selling yet." 


"And besides." SJ added quietly, "Your father charges 
a four thousand euro exiting fee for leaving before the 
lease expires, and the lease doesn't expire for ten 
more years. We didn't have any choice but to sign it, 
because otherwise, we'd have to live on the streets, 
and Mayor Bourgeoise's pigs will arrest anyone they 
find sleeping outside, and if they catch you...you don't 
even want to know what happens when you're a 
prisoner in one of Paris' jails." 


Pandora had a sinking feeling in riv chest. 


“Does my father also own the jails?" Ne already 
thought ne knew the answer, but ne had to know for 
sure. 


The three just looked at rix again in silence, then 
Miranda nodded. 


Pandora already hated riv father with every fiber of 
riv being. 


Somehow, now ne hated him even more. 


And to think that Mayor Bourgeoise was in on it, too. 
Somehow, that wasn't very surprising. 


Pandora didn't have words for what ne was feeling, 
for this level of injustice to suddenly be laid bare 
before rix. Ne just knew ne needed to do something 
about it, ne couldn't just sit here and not do anything 
when it was riv father that was doing it. 


Ne could start by printing out a wheelchair for SJ's 
partner. But that wasn't nearly enough. Ne had no 
idea what ne was going to do, but ne needed to do 
something. Knowing that riv father was causing all of 
this pain, that it was where all the money came from 
so that Pandora could have all the things ne did, was 
intolerable. 


“What can I do to help?" Ne asked, suddenly aware 
that ne was trembling. Ne was more angry than ne'd 
ever felt before. Nothing riv father had ever said to 
rix had ever been this...this cruel. It was 


unimaginable. But ne knew they weren't lying. There 
was too much anger and sadness in their voices for it 
all to be some horrible lie. 


They looked at eachother, and Kris, still waiting on 
speaker phone, decided to speak up. "Well, building a 
new wheelchair for me is a heck of a start, that's for 
sure." They laughed, a little nervously, like they 
thought Pandora might change riv mind and take the 
wheelchair back for some reason. 


Maybe they were afraid that if they actually told rix 
how ne could help, it would make rix mad. 


Recalling how ne had felt about the prospect of them 
asking for another bribe to keep Jasper secret... 
maybe they weren't entirely wrong to be afraid of that 
happening. 


Maybe they were right. Because when had ne ever 
given them cause to trust rix? 


It was time for that to change. 


Pandora made a decision. 


Chapter 5: Taking a Stand For What Is Right 


Pandora needed to call Ladybug. Ne needed to talk to 
her, tell her what ne had discovered. 


Hawkmoth might have been a supervillain, but he 
wasn't the only villain in the city. Ladybug needed to 
know what riv father and the mayor were doing, so 
that together, they could do something about it. 


... Maybe ne should also talk to Chloé, since it involved 
her father too, and ne felt ne owed it to her to let her 
know, but that could come afterward. 


Ne printed out the wheelchair to SJ and Kris' 
specifications, and once it was completed and 
checked over to make sure the motor was functioning 
properly, and the extra features Pandora had added in 
were working, ne ordered a delivery drone to pick it 
up and drop it off at SJ and Kris' apartment, and to 
bring it up to their apartment through the building, 
since they didn't have any windows big enough to fit 
the drone through, even when the wheelchair was 
folded down into its compressed shape for storage. 


And while ne was at it, ne sent over a team of 
engineers to fix the elevator system in the building, to 
make sure it was working as it should be, and 
working better than it should be. Ne paid them triple 
what they wanted, to not only make sure they did a 
good job, but because ne was now aware that their 
original asking price was probably just barely enough 
to keep them afloat. If they worked well for this 
contract, ne would hire them again for the next 


building owned by riv father, and the next, and the 
next, and the next. 


At Star's insistance, ne also stipulated that part of the 
contract required them to take a paid half an hour 
break every two hours, and after four hours, they had 
to take an hour lunch that would also be paid, with a 
bonus payment sent automatically to them twenty 
minutes before their lunch began, so that they could 
afford to buy food to eat, and they couldn't work over 
night, even though they would be getting paid for it, 
they had to sleep and rest properly. 


Pandora also went through the building's rent 
account, and paid off all the rent and utilities of all 
the tennents, current and past. 


It turned out that riv father didn't just stop at 
charging killing prices to people he knew couldn't 
afford it because he didn't pay them enough - - he also 
actively put them in debt for any payment they 
missed, and missed payments had their own fees, so 
that if you were a hundred dollars short for one bill, 
within a month, you were now a thousand dollars 
Short, and it just kept going up and up and up, even if 
you left the building, even if you moved into one of 
Mayor Bourgeoise' buildings. The two cooperated 
with each other to keep the populace under their 
control. You would find no escape by running towards 
the other one. 


This was where Adrien's allowance had always come 
from. This was how Pandora was repaying that 
allowance. Ne was using the money riv father had 
stolen to help the very people who had been exploited 
for that money in the first place. 


It wasn't enough, but it was a start. 


Ne set up riv account to start automatic deposits into 
the accounts of all the tenants in the building, and 
created a new website that would sent out automatic 
emails and letters to the tennents, so that they would 
know what was going on, and would have a way to 
contact rix if they needed to. 


SJ, Miranda, and Star all left, walking like they 
thought they were in a dream. They promised they 
would tell their neighbors about what was going on, 
in case they didn't believe the emails and letters that 
were already being sent out and delivered. 


Plagg came out of hiding, and zipped around the 3D 
printer, humming thoughtfully for a few seconds. 
Then he floated over to the computer shelf, picked out 
a laptop, and flew back over to his favorite perch on 
Pandora's computer desk. "Give me a few minutes, 
and then I can go." He called, turning the laptop on 
and opening the program that ran the 3D printer. 


Pandora had a few more things ne wanted to do first 
anyways, so ne let Plagg do whatever he wanted to 


do, while ne edited the timeclock from one of riv 
laptops to make it seem like a// of the staff had still 
been on the clock until the last three left. Ne made a 
note that the others had left to run errands for rix, 
since ne knew they'd had to get their phones back 
from Henri as they left, and he would notice if the 
timeclock was saying they were there when they 
definitely hadn't been. 


Pandora also made time to check the records to see 
how much Henri got paid. 


He got paid seventeen euros an hour. 


Two euros more an hour to keep the staff in line and 
stop them from making any more money than riv 
father thought they were owed, which he then 
immediately drained back from them in a myriad of 
bills they had no choice but to pay. Two euros more an 
hour to help the monster who was exploiting all of 
them exploit the workers below him even worse. 


Pandora had always been annoyed by Henri. He 
wasn't as obnoxious as Nathalie, but he still didn't let 
Adrien have any fun, and could never be convinced to 
look the other way about anything. Now Pandora was 
starting to really hate him the longer ne thought 
about it. How many years had Henri worked for riv 
father? How many orders had Henri followed without 
question? How many times had he allowed Pandora's 


father to be cruel and abusive without ever making a 
single complaint or even Jooking like he cared? 


Because oh, yes, Pandora knew riv father was 
abusing rix. Ne knew what that fucking word meant, 
and ne knew it was what was happening. But knowing 
it was abuse didn't stop it from happening. It didn't 
make it magically okay. 


Pandora had been abused for as long as ne could 
remember, and for as long as ne could remember, 
Nathalie and Henri had worked for riv parents, doing 
whatever they were told, enforcing whatever cruel 
rules riv parents came up with to cage and punish rix 
for the crime of being a person who couldn't be 
brainwashed into being and doing whatever riv 
parents wanted without any deviation. 


For as long as Pandora could remember, Henri had 
driven rix to countless photoshoots and interviews, 
where ne was the face of the Agreste brand, a pretty, 
walking mannequin with a winning smile, to sell as 
many ‘designer' products as possible. Even when ne'd 
been a little kid, barely more than a toddler, barely 
old enough to walk on riv own. 


One of Pandora's first memories was of crying in the 
limo on the way to a photoshoot. Ne couldn't 
remember why, but ne just didn't want to do it that 
day. Ne was crying and pleading to be taken back 
home, for the car to turn around, for it to not happen. 


But Henri said nothing, just ignored rix, keeping his 
eyes on the road ahead, like ne wasn't even there. 


And then, to add insult to jury, he'd turned on opera 
music, so loud it drowned out Pandora's cries. Like 
not hearing rix would mean ne wasn't there, wasn't a 
child crying for someone, anyone to care. 


Henri was just as complicit in Pandora's parent's 
abuse of rix as Nathalie was. 


At least some of the cleaning staff over the years had 
tried. 


All of them had been fired on the spot, and never seen 
again. Now that Pandora knew more, ne was terrified 
to find out what had happened to them afterward. 


One of them had gotten into a screaming match with 
riv mother after they'd been there for two weeks and 
seen her telling Pandora ne was useless and a 
disgrace and good for nothing, reciting riv names like 
a curse as She told rix how ne would never be good 
enough, and the staff member had started screaming 
at her, slapped her hand away as she'd lifted it 
threateningly above Pandora, and they had been 
dragged, kicking and screaming, out of the house by 
the police. They were arrested immediately, picked up 
and shoved into the back of a police car like an object 
instead of a person. 


It was with this memory fresh in riv mind that 
Pandora decided that ne wasn't going to find out what 
was happening inside the jails. 


Ne didn't want to know, and ne didn't need to know 
the horrible details to know that it was something 
horrible that had to be put to an end. There was no 
way riv parents would treat people so horribly while 
they were 'free' only to treat them better once they 
were prisoners. 


It wasn't just riv father that was to blame. Riv mother 
had been just as cruel, and it was her fortune that riv 
father had married into in the first place. She'd been 
‘gone’ for two months now, and Pandora was 
celebrating every day out from under her control. 


No one knew where she was. She might have 
disappeared, she might have gone on an unplanned 
secret vacation, she might even be dead! Pandora 
didn't know, and ne didn't really care, either, ne was 
just glad she was gone. The house was almost 
peaceful without her there to scream at rix over every 
little thing. 


If only riv father could disappear too, ne would be the 
happiest cat in the world. 


The 3D printer suddenly gave its startup sound, 
startling Pandora out of riv thoughts, and ne looked 
up from the laptop to see lights lit up on the printer's 


sides. Then it chimed again just a few seconds later, 
and Plagg happily flew over to the collection box, and 
pulled out... 


A tiny purple sash? 


Plagg pulled the sash on so it rested across one 
Shoulder and down to one hip, then spun around and 
flew over to show Pandora, holding his arms out to 
the sides proudly. "Ta-dah!" 


It wasn't just a purple sash, it had tiny white stars 
speckled across it, and fancy yellow embroidered 
words connected like constellations that read, 
“singu/laer/larity/singularity". 


Pandora stared for a moment, then realized what it 
meant. "Wait," Ne had to check, just to make sure, 
already feeling a smile widening on riv face. This was 
so much fun! "You're changing your pronouns?" 


Plagg grinned, "Yep! I've gone by many pronouns over 
the centuries, usually I pick them based on what my 
holder is like. I picked he/him because those were the 
ones that you used, and I thought it would make it 
easier for us to bond. But now that you know about 
other pronouns, I'm going back to my favorite ones, 
the singularity set. I would change my name, too, 
but...well, that's something we can discuss later." 
Singu smiled, flashing larity small white teeth. "Now 
that I've got this, I'm ready to go, and, I'll be back as 


soon as I can!" Without wasting any more time, singu 
Swept towards the window. 


"Be safe!" Pandora called, and Plagg waved back 
happily before phasing through the window and 
speeding off. 


Pandora had no way of contacting Ladybug directly, 
unfortunately. The only way they'd ever been able to 
reliably contact each other in a way that was 
guaranteed to be safe was by sending their kwami. 


Plagg knew who Ladybug was under the mask, and 
Tikki knew who Pandora was. Plagg wouldn't tell 
Ladybug who Pandora was, and Tikki wouldn't tell rix 
who Ladybug was. They couldn't even if they did want 
to - - the Miraculous prevented them, as a safeguard 
for their identities. 


The kwami could travel faster than the speed of light, 
and could phase through anything, including the 
ground. No one could track them if they didn't want 
to be tracked, and they could create a temporary 
magical aura that would distort the light around them 
and ruin any recordings or photos someone tried to 
take of them. And most of the time, they were moving 
too quickly to take pictures of, anyways. Most of the 
time Plagg would be gone would be taken up by 
waiting until Ladybug was alone, and talking to her. 


Pandora settled in to wait for Plagg to return, going 
through riv accounts in the meantime, trying to figure 
out what the most efficient ways to help people would 
be. 


Nearly half an hour later, Plagg came back to report 
success. Long story that would be explained later 
Short, Tikki's holder Had been responsible for the 
changes in Pandora's transformed appearance, and 
would explain everything once they met up in person. 


Most importantly, the changes would be permanent as 
long as rix wanted them, which ne did. So that was a 
relief. 


“Tikki's holder will meet you in the False-Rests 
National Forest, in the usual spot, as soon as 
possible." Plagg said. 


Pandora wondered singu was referring to Ladybug 
that way, but didn't waste any time asking questions 
that would probably be answered once they met up 
properly. 

Instead, Pandora asked, just to make sure, "Are you 
ready to transform, or do you need a rest?" 


Plagg, not even out of breath from the flight, nodded, 
baring larity teeth in a little grin. "Oh please, 
Pandora, I'm not even tired! Let's go! I'm ready! It's 


time to kick some sense into your sorry excuse for a 
father!" 


That's the spirit! "Plagg, claws out!" Pandora called, 
and Plagg happily leapt forward into the ring, 
disappearing, sash and all, into a cloud of black 
energy that rushed up Pandora's arm, across riv 
chest, and covered riv whole body. 


And ne could feel the difference this time, could feel 
the fur forming where riv skin and clothes had been 
before, where normally leather armor appeared. Riv 
tail appeared in a flash, and ne could feel it like it was 
another limb, just as easy to move as riv arms or legs. 
It was long and heavy, and ne knew from watching 
nature documentaries about clouded leopard that it 
would help balance riv weight when ne was climbing. 
It felt more real than riv belt tail had, like it was an 
actual part of riv body, and not just a decoration. 


Unable to stop rixelf, Pandora ran over to the mirror 
closet, and stared at riv reflection in awed wonder. Ne 
was the same as ne had been before when the 
changes first occurred, but now ne could see all of it. 


Riv fur was still black as pitch, crossed with pale 
green rosettes - - clouded leopard rosettes - - ne 
realized, with pale yellow bands on riv hands, feet, 
and the tip of riv tail. Riv hands were paws now, 
complete with retractable claws, and so were riv feet. 


Riv face wasn't human anymore. 


Ne stepped closer to the mirror, staring in 
amazement. Gone was the face of Adrien Agreste, 
most well-known model in all of Paris, whose face was 
plastered over every billboard and poster in the city. 
Whose likeness was stamped on bottles of cologne 
and champagne and bubblebath alike. Whose voice 
was in commercials and advertisements and had 
voice-acted dozens and dozens of different characters 
for movies, TV shows, radio dramas, and 
commercials. 


The person whose face everyone recognized in a 
single glance as long as they had eyes to see with. 


That face was gone. In its place was the face ofa 
creature, a cat-thing, with fur as black as the sky 
between the stars, and glowing purple eyes with an 
outline of green and yellow like eyeliner. 


Ne opened riv mouth, just to see what riv teeth 
looked like, and was met with the sight of sharp white 
teeth like a cat's, and the inside of riv mouth was just 
as dark as the rest of riv fur, so from the front, it just 
looked like the teeth were appearing against the 
black field of riv fur, but from the side, ne could see 
the outline of riv muzzle with the bright wall behind 
it. 


There was still a yellow band around riv waist, and a 
triangle like a collar on riv neck, to give the illusion of 
clothes, though clothes weren't necessary, because 
there was nothing to cover. There was nothing 
embarrassing hidden beneath riv fur. It was like ne 
wasn't even made of flesh and blood anymore, but 
pure energy condensed into a cat-like form. 


A familiar looking form, now that ne was able to look 
at rixelf. 


Wait, ne had seen this before - - ne had dreamed this 
before! Riv dream about riv character from ESO, 
Abkha'ani-jo! Ne had dreamt of her the night before, 
had been dreaming about her when Plagg woke rix up 
to rescue Jasper! 


Ne had dreamt that ne'd been playing ESO when 
suddenly ne was no longer just playing, ne was in the 
game itself, as Abkha'ani-jo, like ne was looking out 
through her eyes. And Mannimarco had appeared, 
and cursed her in an attempt to stop her from gaining 
more power, and instead of being banished to 
Oblivion, she had transformed into... 


Into the creature Pandora was looking at now. She 
was a clouded-leopard patterned dagi-raht with black 
fur and even darker markings, and when 
Mannimarco's curse had struck her, she had mutated 
into the exact thing that Pandora was now. Fur so 
dark it absorbed all the light, glowing green and 


yellow markings where her spots and stripes had 
been. Eyes glowing violent purple, like the soul gem 
Mannimarco had originally trapped her soul in right 
before he murdered her. 


Abkha'ani-jo had ripped Mannimarco to pieces, and 
Pandora had watched through her eyes, cheering her 
on in their shared revenge, half wishing it was riv 
father in Mannimarco's place. Wishing ne could just 
transform into Chat Noir and use the C-word on riv 
father, just once, without the Miraculous Ladybugs to 
bring him back. 


Then the dream had changed, so that ne was no 
longer looking out through her eyes, but watching her 
from above as she moved through the forest, leaping 
from tree to tree as easy as breathing. 


She was going to visit the Wilderqueen, to see how 
She was doing, because it had been awhile since 
they'd seen each other. 


And then Plagg had woken rix up, as she was mid- 
leap. Ne'd almost fallen on rix face because for a 
moment, ne'd forgotten ne wasn't actually a khajiit. 


And now ne was. Or at least, ne was while ne was 
transformed. 


It was literally a dream come true. 


And now, ne needed to find out why it had come true. 


Ne could have stood in front of that mirror all day, 
admiring rixelf, but there were more important things 
at stake, like finding out how Ladybug had caused 
this, and even more importantly... 


Taking down riv father. 


Ne spared one last glance into the mirror to meet the 
determined purple eyes that gazed back at rix, then 
turned away and leapt out the door, across the room, 
up to the window, and out, into the still bright sky. 


Ne needed to meet up with Ladybug, and there would 
be no more distractions. 


It took less than twenty minutes to get to the False- 
Rests National Forest, with Pandora climbing and 
leaping along buildings when they were close enough, 
and sprinting along the ground on all fours when they 
were too far apart. Pandora took the back streets 
whenever ne had to run on the ground to avoid 
alarming people, since the people of Paris wouldn't 
know about riv new appearance yet, unless Aesculus 
had somehow spread the word, which ne doubted. 
They didn't exactly seem like the gossiping type, from 
what ne had seen of them so far. 


The edge of the forest began suddenly. Right up until 
the very edge there were normal roads, houses, 


businesses, and other buildings, and then, abruptly, 
the wall of trees began. 


There were plenty of paved pathways through the 
woods, but Pandora ignored them all, instead leaping 
into the thick of it, along the route only people with 
Supernatural abilities to climb and jump could access 
easily. 

This was a familiar path, they'd met up here before. It 
was the perfect place to hide away from the prying 
eyes of the public, any of whom could be Hawkmoth. 


At first ne and Ladybug had tried meeting up at the 
Eiffel tower, since it seemed like the obvious place to 
meet. It had a view of the city where they could keep 
out a watch for danger, so obviously it was the best 
choice, right? 


Unfortunately, things didn't work out that way. 


The Eiffel Tower was already crowded as a tourist 
spot, and after the second time they made the mistake 
of meeting up there to check in in between battles, 
the tourists, and locals, started taking risks. 


Pandora and Ladybug had kept their meetings 
confined to the very top of the tower, the part that 
was inaccessible to normal people. 


Except then their fans started trying to get up there. 
They were literally climbing out of the safety zones 
and trying to climb up to the top of the Eiffel Tower. 


One of the workers even got attacked for trying to 
stop them. They got punched in the face so hard their 
nose got broken. And then the person who had 
punched them had filmed herself trying to climb 
further up the tower. She at least had brought safety 
equipment, professional harnesses and ropes to catch 
her if she fell. 


But she didn't make it to the top, and was 
immediately arrested once she eventually gave in and 
climbed back down, after waiting almost an hour 
stuck at an impasse, unable to get any higher but 
unwilling to admit defeat yet and go back to safety. 


But her arrest didn't deter anyone from trying to 
follow in her footsteps. Guards were posted, Pandora 
and Ladybug went on television to plead with people 
not to do it, and after none of that worked, the entire 
tower was shut down to try and stop people from 
attempting the climb, but some people sti// managed 
to break in, and these ones weren't wearing safety 
harnesses. 


The only reason two of them didn't fall to their deaths 
when they slipped and fell was because Ladybug and 
Pandora had been keeping an eye out, wanting to fix 
their mistake, and had been hidden somewhere 
nearby so they could catch them. 


They'd thought this close call would put an end to this 
daredevil ridiculousness, but if anything, it had only 


made it worse. Because now people knew that if they 
fell, their heroes would be there to catch them... 


...Except for the one time they weren't, because it had 
happened in the middle of the day, with no warning, 
and no way for them to know about it until after the 
tragedy was already over. 


Pandora had been at school. Ne didn't know where 
Ladybug had been, but it didn't really matter, did it? 
Because what really mattered was where she hadn't 
been: The Eiffel Tower. 


Another group of daredevils broke in, fought their 
way past the guards, and attempted to make the 
impossible climb to the top. 


They had ropes and harnesses, but they didn't know 
the first thing about rock climbing, let alone scaling a 
tower that wasn't meant to be climbed. 


One of their ropes, which wasn't meant to hold the 
weight of a person's life, snapped. 


And there were no heroes there to catch them when 
they fell. 


The Akuma that was created that day was named 
Survivor's Guilt, and Pandora had never felt worse 
during a fight than ne did that day. 


And after the fight was over was even worse, because 
Ladybug's Miraculous Ladybugs could fix the damage 
the Akuma had done, but it couldn't bring their friend 


back from the dead. That wasn't how the Ladybug 
Miraculous worked. It could only fix damage caused 
by other Miraculouses. 


And people deciding, of their own free will, to try 
climbing up the Eiffel Tower, wasn't something caused 
by Hawkmoth or his Akuma, no matter how you tried 
to rationalize it. Miraculouses couldn't be persuaded 
or argued into changing how they worked. You 
couldn't argue death away. You couldn't persuade 
death to give someone back. It wasn't a person you 
could reason with. It was just a consequence of life. 


Nothing anyone said or did could convince Ladybug's 
special ability that it should be able to bring anyone 
back from the dead through twists of logic or cause 
and effect. 


Which was why Pandora didn't understand how or 
what Ladybug had done to change riv appearance 
when ne transformed. 


It wasn't something that should have been possible. 


It was the exact sort of thing that wasn't supposed to 
be able to happen. 


And that was a scary thought, no matter how much ne 
enjoyed riv new look. 


Beneath the tree canopy, hidden in the shade, it was 
darker and cooler, but not cool enough to make 
Pandora cold, even with the wind, and the slowly 
drying mud ne had wiped over riv fur. 


Ne sat high up in the meeting tree, perched in the 
crook of one of the sturdy limbs and the thick, old 
trunk. It was an oak tree, and an old one, at that. A 
really old one. Pandora could stand at the base, and 
ne wouldn't be able to wrap riv arms around the 
trunk. The branch ne was sitting on right now was 
almost as thick around as ne was. It was hard to 
imagine what the world must have looked like when 
this ancient tree was still just an acorn, waiting to 
fall, listening to the sounds of the wind through its 
parent's leaves as a lullaby. 


The branches on this tree twisted and curved oddly, 
starting very abruptly thirty feet above the ground, 
instead of going straight up. Pandora had always 
wondered what had caused it to grow this way, but ne 
knew ne would never know. Something had happened, 
clearly, and all that remained to show it was the way 
these branches had been shaped by its passing. 


But aside from Pandora's thoughts about the past and 
what it meant for the future, the tree's strange 
growth habit meant that if you were standing on the 
ground and looking upward, it would be next to 
impossible to see anyone perched in the higher 


branches, especially in the dark, because they wound 
and twisted through each other so tightly. 


It wasn't the biggest tree in the forrest, or the tallest, 
or the most beautiful or strange. Which meant that if 
anyone ever figured out they sometimes met up in 
this forest, they would probably be looking for a more 
dramatic, picturesque location, like by the pond or 
one of the monuments, not a random, twisty old oak 
tree among all the other random twisty old oak trees. 


Pandora had been worried about riv new spots giving 
away riv position, so before coming to the chosen tree 
ne had stopped by one of the small streams that ran 
through the forest, and covered the glowing markings 
with a thick coating of river mud. It was working, and 
hopefully the meeting wouldn't take so long that the 
mud would start to dry and flake off before ne could 
leave. It smelled, but not terribly. Ne could stand it. 


The area around the old oak was mostly peaceful, 
except for the squirrel rooting noisily through the 
leaves about twenty feet away. 


So when a distinct, single click! Cut through the 
otherwise quiet forest, it caught Pandora's attention 
immediately. 


Ne immediately lifted a hand and snapped riv fingers 
back, twice. 


Two answering clicks came this time, from 
somewhere to riv right, and ne replied with a single 
one in response. 


It was the basic safety code they'd devised, which also 
served as a ‘don't get startled and fall off the roof, I'm 
going to come land next to you, it's just me’ warning. 


And ne needed that warning, because what came 
Swooping down out of the canopy to land beside riv 
further down the branch was not the Ladybug ne'd 
been expecting. 


Her transformation had changed drastically, just like 
riv had. 


Now, instead of just being a girl in a skintight suit of 
red with black spots, she was...inhuman. 


She had four arms now instead of two, with a black 
base that was striped with red, orange, and white on 
the elbow and wrist, and... 


Pandora blinked, then blinked again. That was the 
trans pride flag! On her forearms and above her 
elbows there were stripes of blue, pink, white, pink, 
and blue against the black background! 


Ladybug finished folding up what ne realized 
belatedly had been thin, transparent wings, and 
snapped shut the shell on her back. And there was the 
trans pride flag again! Her back was black like her 
arms, and there were six shapes like half-crossbones 


facing inward, each striped in blue, pink, and white, 
in the pattern of the trans pride flag. 


Ne felt riv jaw hanging open, but couldn't stop rixelf 
from staring, even when she turned towards rix, 
revealing yet more examples of the trans pride flag. 
There were single stripes curving around her neck 
like a necklace, and above her black, faceted eyes like 
eyeliner. 


Her human mouth was gone entirely, placed with a 
sharp set of mandibles like bugs had, with zig-zagging 
stripes of the trans pride flag. Two long, black 
antennae rose up from above her mouth to above the 
top of her head, which was covered with a red shell 
like a tall, rounded helmet. 


Her torso was segmented like the underside of a 
beetle, with red, orange, and white stripes along each 
section, with the bottom edge of her wing-covering 
Shell visible on her sides as a thick red line. 


She eyed rix, taking in riv new appearance while ne 
did the same to her. 


Ne could only stare, unable to figure out what to say 
or where to start. Seeing her had scrambled riv mind, 
ne knew ne needed to tell her about riv father and the 
mayor, ask how she'd caused their transformations to 
change, but now ne could only sit there are stare. 
Ladybug was covered in the trans pride flag. Which 


meant Ladybug was trans. And that was kind of 
blowing riv mind right now. 


Her voice was ironic as she said, "You may have 
noticed a few changes." 


Her voice came out...different. It sounded deeper 
than it normally did. It wasn't a completely dramatic 
change, ne could still tell it was her, but it was 
noticeable. She sounded...it sounded weird, but she 
sounded...more like herself, somehow. Like this was 
how she'd always been meant to sound. 


"If it's not obvious," Ladybug said, still with the heavy 
irony and amusement, "I'm trans, or transgender, you 
might have heard of. I don't feel like getting into the 
details right now, I'd rather do it once on TV for 
everyone to hear the explanation so I hopefully don't 
have to repeat myself more than necessary. What you 
need to know is that I don't want to be called 'she' 
anymore, but other than that, I don't really mind what 
you call me. You can call me he, they, or anything else 
you can think of. Instead of Ladybug, you can call me 
Regent. If you have any questions that aren't of a 
ridiculously personal nature, you can ask now." 


Pandora just nodded, still in some shock. "Well," Ne 
said, trying to sound normal, and not like ne was 
going to vibrate off the branch in excitement, "That's 
good, because I wanted to tell you the same thing. I'm 
trans too. I'm nonbinary, and instead of a boy, I'ma 


cat, because I'm otherkin. I only just learned about 
these things today, thanks to a friend! I use ne/rix 
pronouns now- - uh, that's ne, rix, riv, rixelf. Do you 
need me to give you some examples?" 


But Ladyb- - no, Regent- - shook...his? head after a 
second of surprised staring. "I've got friends who use 
neopronouns," S- - he - - said, "I'll remember, but 
thank you. Ne, rix, riv, rixelf, right?" 


Pandora nodded. Whenever Regent spoke, the sharp 
pincers where his mouth were clicked open and shut 
like doors. 


Regent asked next, "Do you still want me to call you 
Chat Noir?" 


Pandora nodded again. Ne seemed to be doing that a 
lot. Chat Noir had been a name ne had chosen for 
rixelf to begin with, and ne still liked it. It was who ne 
was, and always would be. 


Regent nodded, and shifted his weight on the branch 
to settle more comfortably, in a normal sitting position 
with his feet hanging down towards the ground, 
instead of staying crouched and having to balance on 
his heels. 


There was a few moments where the only sounds 
were those of the forest; the wind picking through the 
leaves, the squirrel rustling somewhere a few dozen 
feet away, and a bird calling softly in the distance. 


"Wow," Regent said after those few moments were 
gone, "That's really some timing, isn't it?" He 
laughed, softly, and glanced at Pandora. "I hope it 
doesn't sound weird, but congrats on figuring out 
you're trans." 


It didn't sound weird, it sounded nice. It was just the 
sort of thing Pandora wanted to hear. Ne smiled, ne 
couldn't help it. "Thanks, you too." Ne gestured at the 
trans pride flag stripes all over Regent's design, and 
said, "And have I mentioned I love the new look? That 
is one of the coolest things I have literally ever seen." 


Regent grinned, his insect-mouth moving in some 
alien way that nevertheless clearly translated to a 
beaming smile. He had one hand lifted to the lower 
branch above, wrapping orange and red claws around 
it for extra stability. "Thanks." He said, then shrugged 
one of his two sets of shoulders, like he was shifting 
into a new gear. "Okay, it's time for the real meeting 
to start, okay? Now that that's out of the way, we can 
get down to business, because it's serious. I assume 
you like the changes to your transformation?" He 
gestured with one of four arms towards Pandora's 
new cat form. 


Then he paused, and leaned forward a little. His new 
insect-like face gave nothing away, but Pandra had 
the distinct feeling he was confused. "Wait, is that... 
mud? What happened? Did you fall into a ditch?" 


"No, I didn't fall into a ditch." Pandora said, unsure 
whether to be insulted or not, "My fur glows in the 
dark now, and I didn't want anyone to see me when 
we're trying to be sneaky, so I used mud to cover up 
the markings." 


Regent leaned backwards, expression still giving 
nothing away. "Oh." He said, "Well then I guess this is 
a good time to tell you that you can change how you 
look whenever you transform. You can make it so you 
don't glow in the dark, or you can make it so that you 
only glow when you want to. You just have to 
concentrate on that before you transform, and it'll 
happen. You won't be able to affect this 
transformation right now, you'd have to detransform 
and then retransform for it to take effect, but, yeah, 
you can do that now." 


Well that was convenient. Pandora loved this new 
form, and the glowing markings, but they would be 
even better if ne could turn them on and off at will, 
otherwise ne would never be able to sneak up on 
anything or hide ever again, which would cause some 
major problems in the middle of combat. 


"So what did you do to make this happen?" Ne asked, 
wanting to get riv curiosity out of the way before ne 
told him about riv father. If ne didn't ask now, ne 
probably would never know. 


Regent sighed audibly, and tapped some of his clawed 
fingers on the branch. "Right, that." He sighed again, 
sounding exhausted and stressed. "This, Chat Noir, 
this..." He hesitated. "I don't think there's any right 
way to tell you this, I tried thinking of all the ways I 
could tell you on my way here, but no way I can 
phrase this will ever make it easier or make it okay, or 
fix it. I'm sorry you have to find out this way, but 
there's no way you could ever find out that it would 
be okay. So I'm just going to tell you." 


He drew in a breath, then let it out slowly, and said, 
his voice filled with anger and heartbreak even 
though his face remained expressionless, "The 
Miraculous don't work the way we thought they did. 
Tikki and Plagg didn't choose us, that was just a lie 
they were forced to tell us, because the truth is, Chat 
Noir...the kwami are slaves." 


Chapter 6: Time Travel is Overpowered 


Author's note: 


This chapter took so long to write because this show 
is stupid. It's stupid. These writers introduced the 
most broken form of time travel I've ever seen. They 
literally introduced time travel for the sole purpose of 


it being used to fix the mistakes they've forced the 
character to make. 


There is a reason most things about time travel have 
a rule against using time travel to go back in time and 
fix your mistakes, unless that's literally the whole 
thing the story is about. (see: time loop movies). Or 
comedies where the characters messing things up is 
the whole joke. (see: Best Friends Whenever, which, 
despite being a comedy with only two seasons, still 
managed to have better morals, storytelling, 
character development, and world building than all of 
Miraculous Ladybug combined. Also, it's actually 
legitimately hilarious, while literally nothing in 
Miraculous Ladybug has ever actually been funny, 
despite that supposedly being Adrien's whole role as 
Chat Noir. It's not comic relief if it's not actually 
funny, people, that's just called being a nuisance and 
mimicking much better stories where the superhero 
makes actually funny puns and jokes while fighting 
without the jokes getting in the way of the fight (see: 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Spiderman, Danny 
Phantom, and so many more!)). 


The writers of this show are useless and incompetant 
on too many levels to count. They literally introduced 
time travel super powers for the sole solitary purpose 
of creating problems for their characters that they 
then use that time travel to solve. 


At least when Best Friends Whenever has the 
characters wipe timelines out of the universe for 
stupid, absurd, petty reasons, that's literally the 
Whole point of the joke. 


The writers of this show are usless and lazy and 
stupid and insisted on having this absurdly broken 
time travel power in this universe, and now I can't 
just fucking pretend like it doesn't exist, so this 
chapter took forever to write because I needed to 
figure out the least stupid way for that power to be 
used. 


So here you go. Blame these incompetant writers for 
the deus ex machina, they're the fucking idiots that 
decided to remove literally all stakes from this 
universe forever -.- 


After this chapter the story should maybe be able to 
go back to its normal pacing. We'll see, though, I have 
covid19 so I might just not feel like writing for the 
next few days. I'm vaccinated so I'm probably not 
going to die or anything, but it's not exactly fun. 


I also wrote some of this after taking cold medicine so 
I might have used it/its pronouns for Pandora since I 
was switching back and forth between this and a 
Murderbot story, lol,,,so plese let me know if I missed 
any spots that need correcting. 


Pandora stared. 

And stared. 

And stared. 

There was no way ne had just heard that right. 
"What?" 

There was literally no way. 


But Regent didn't throw out his hands and exclaim, 
"Just kidding!" 


He just shook his head sadly, and said it again, no 
humor in his voice at all. "The kwami are slaves." 


No, no, Pandora had to be hearing him wrong. 


"What Ne said again. There was nothing else ne 
could say. It was such an absurd statement. It didn't 
make any sense. The kwami weren't slaves. Plagg 
wasn't a Slave, Tikki wasn't a slave, that wasn't 
possible, it didn't make any sense- - 


But Regent was still looking at rix with the same 
expression from before, unchanging and sad. 


“No! What the hell are you talking about?" Pandora 
demanded, lashing riv tail, leaping up from riv sitting 
position to crouch, unable to remain still with so 
much anger buzzing in riv veins, "What the hell do 
you mean the kwami are slaves? What does that even 
mean? Plagg isn't a slave! He's - - 1 mean singu's my 
friend! Singu chose me as- - as larity holder! Plagg's 


my friend! I'm not - - I would never - - !" Pandora was 
angry, and that rage was making rix at a loss for 
words. Ne would never hurt Plagg! Never try to 
control laer! 


But more than angry, ne was baffled, and hurt. Why 
would Regent say something so horrible? Was he just 
trying to upset Pandora for some reason? Why? What 
was the point in saying such a terrible thing? 


Ne was breathing heavily with the anger and shock, 
but... 


... something was strange. 


Ne was shocked. Ne was angry. Ne couldn't believe 
Regent would say something like this. Would imply 
that Pandora would ever hurt Plagg. 


But... 


There was a part of rix, somewhere separate, 
fractured in riv mind, that...wasn't surprised. Wasn't 
Shocked. Wasn't angry. It was resigned, but not 
surprised. Like it had known this all along. 


It was the part of riv mind that, as Chat Noir, 
belonged to Plagg. 


It was one of the things ne had grown to hate about 
transforming the more ne had gotten to know Plagg 
over the few short months, the more they had become 
friends. The worst thing about transforming was that 
Plagg disappeared. Singu got pulled into the ring, and 


locked away in a far corner of Pandora's mind, where 
ne couldn't even notice laer unless ne concentrated, 
or sometimes, like now, when ne felt some of Plagg's 
emotions fading through the gap. 


It had never felt right, that transforming meant Plagg 
was gone. That transforming meant Plagg was 
infusing rix with larity power, but somehow, Plagg 
wasn't a part of the transformation. Singu had no 
voice in rix head, or control over their shared limbs. 
No advice to offer in times of need. It was like Plagg 
ceased to exist the moment Pandora transformed. It 
wasn't a partnership, not the way ne wanted it to be, 
it was a one-way street. 


That had never felt right, and it was a feeling Pandora 
had never been able to shake. They were supposed to 
be partners, right? Equals? Then why did Pandora get 
all the power when they transformed? When Plagg 
used larity power totransform Pandora? 


All of the power came from Plagg and went to 
Pandora. 

That had never seemed fair. It had been easy to look 
past in the very beginning, in those first few days 
when ne had first met Plagg, but now...after the two 
months that had gone by that felt like a lifetime... 

It didn't seem fair. It wasn't fair. 


But that didn't... 


That didn't mean Plagg was rix slave! That was 
absurd! That was ridiculous! Utterly ridiculous! It was 
a cruel thing to say, a cruel thing to joke about! 


But... 
... But Regent wasn't laughing. 


And the tiny corner of Pandora's mind where Plagg's 
emotions were just felt resigned. Depressed. Like this 
wasn't a surprise. Like Plagg already knew this. This 
wasn't how Plagg would have felt if this was just some 
cruel joke. Singu would have been angry and upset on 
riv behalf. 


But that still didn't - - ! 


"Plagg lied to you, singu had to." Regent said, softly, 
firmly, "Singu had no choice, Chat Noir. Plagg can't 
disobey orders. Singu was ordered to tell you that 
singu'd chosen you as larity holder. Tikki told me the 
Same thing, the way ix was ordered to. Tikki didn't 
have a choice, just like Plagg didn't. Just like Nooroo, 
the kwami Hawkmoth is abusing, doesn't have a 
choice." 


Regent let one set of shoulders droop, but continued 
beseechingly, "Come on, Chat Noir, I know it's 
upsetting to think about, but you aren't stupid. Just 
think about it, please - - you know how strong Plagg 
and Tikki are, you know how fast they are, you know 
what they can do. They can phase through walls, lift 


things no matter how big or heavy they are, they can 
move faster than you can even think, they can create 
lights so that no one can take pictures or video of 
them, they can even enter your dreams. Plagg could 
destroy this whole city with a single touch, Tikki could 
create an entirely new universe where Hawkmoth 
never found Nooroo's Miraculous, and we wouldn't 
ever even know the difference, because it would be all 
we ever knew. 


“Nooroo has the ability to give other people 
Superpowers based on their emotions. They could 
empower anyone they wanted with the ability to 
defeat Hawkmoth, or, even easier, they could just 
phase through wherever Hawkmoth is hiding, steal 
back their own Miraculous, and escape before 
Hawkmoth ever had a chance to abuse them. 


"So why haven't they? Why hasn't Nooroo escaped? 
Why hasn't Tikki created a universe where we never 
had to fight at all? Why hasn't Plagg destroyed the 
infected butterflies before they can even akumatized 
anyone? Why, if the kwami are so strong and so 
powerful and ancient, were their Miraculous given to 
us, SO that all we could do with their powers is play 
defense against a villain who can do whatever he 
wants and is never in any danger? 


"If the kwami are so powerful on their own, then why 
do they have to give their powers to us?" 


It wasn't a rhetorical question. Regent wanted to hear 
Pandora's answer. 


Pandora's mind raced, searching for answers, 
excuses. Ne knew they were excuses. But ne didn't 
want to believe it, even though ne knew, deep down, 
that it was true. 


“Because they don't know how to control their 
abilities!" Ne said desperately, digging riv claws in 
the bark of the tree to contain riv anger and distress, 
“They need a human to control their powers for them, 
otherwise they'd be out of control!" 


But even as ne Said it, ne knew it wasn't true. It was 
wrong. It was possibly one of the stupidest things ne 
had ever said. 


It sounded...exactly like the sort of things riv parents 
Said about rix. That ne needed to be controlled, 
because ne didn't know what was good for rix, ne 
would just mess everything up if ne were allowed to 
have riv own free will, riv own autonomy, if riv 
choices were actually up to rix. 


Pandora was just a kid. Plagg was older than the 
Earth. Maybe even older than the solar system. On 
what world would it ever make sense that Pandora, a 
kid who had only known Plagg for two months, would 
have a better understanding of Plagg's abilities than 


Plagg singularity? In what kind of universe would that 
ever even pretend to make sense? 


Pandora knew one thing for sure. 
It wasn't this universe. 

Because it didn't make any sense. 
It couldn't be true. 


There was no universe in which Pandora controlling 
Plagg's powers was better than Plagg controlling 
larity own abilities singularity. It just didn't make any 
sense, and ne knew that, no matter how much ne's 
first instinct was to deny it. 


Ne didn't want it to be true, but ne knew it was. 


Plagg could use the c-word all by singularity. Why did 
Singu need Pandora? Why did Plagg need to 
transform Pandora to fight Akuma if Plagg could 
easily destroy them singularity, or even just phase 
straight through them to steal the Akumatized object? 
If Plagg knew more about fighting and strategy and 
everything than Pandora did? 


Pandora knew how fast the kwami were, how strong 
they were, how old they were. Plagg had told rix 
stories from before the city of Paris had even existed. 


Pandora brought nothing to the table that gave Plagg 
any sort of benefit. There was nothing about combat 
or fighting that Pandora knew that Plagg didn't. Singu 


was a fast learner, and singu'd already mastered the 
controls for ESO, even with larity small size. Pandora 
had ordered laer a specialty custom-made keyboard 
to accommodate larity small size, and now they 
sometimes played Battlegrounds together, and Plagg 
kept up with Pandora without fail. The combat 
required split-second decision making, perfect 
reaction time, and Plagg didn't miss a beat. And that 
was just in a video game. 


When Pandora transformed, Plagg was the one giving 
ne all the inhuman reflexes, speed, and agility. It was 
Plagg's instincts that ne relied on in combat to know 
when to dodge, when to move, even how to run and 
climb. The transformation was Plagg giving 
everything to Pandora, and Pandora couldn't think of 
a single thing ne'd ever given back. Ne couldn't even 
claim to offer companionship or a second perspective, 
because Plagg didn't get to have any control or input 
over what ne did while transformed. They didn't meld 
minds like Jedi, or even like Killiks. 


It wasn't a shared partnership of the mind when 
Plagg transformed rix, it was just Pandora alone in riv 
head, all by rixelf but for the instincts that let rix do 
what ne needed to. Pandora offered nothing that 
Plagg didn't already have. 


What was the point of Pandora being a part of this 
deal? What could Pandora offer besides friendship 


that Plagg didn't already have? What was the point in 
Pandora transforming? 


Plagg should be able to do anything ne wanted 
to...but ne couldn't. 


Nooroo had all the same abilities that Tikki and Plagg 
had. From what Plagg and Tikki had said, Nooroo 
would never willingly join with a villain like 
Hawkmoth and hurt people. Nooroo was a pacifist by 
nature, they hated violence, hated fighting, they were 
too scared of it. It was why their power was to give 
others the ability to fight, so they didn't have to. 


So why couldn't Nooroo escape from Hawkmoth? Why 
hadn't they escaped before Hawkmoth could 
transform at all, let alone hurt anyone? 


Pandora hated to admit it, but ne knew why. 


Because Nooroo was bound to their Miraculous, just 
the same as Plagg and Tikki were bound to theirs. 


Kwami could only exist in this world if a living, 
sentient being put on their Miraculous. If no one was 
wearing their Miraculous, they would be trapped 
inside the jewelry, unable to think, feel, or notice the 
passing of time, like they were asleep, or dead. 


They were like genies in a bottle. Pandora had seen 
Aladdin. Genie was a slave from the start, and could 
only use his powers when his owner commanded him 
to. The movie hadn't ever let you forget that. 


How was that any different from the kwami? 
Because Plagg was Pandora's friend? 
Genie was Aladdin's friend. 


That didn't stop Aladdin from using up two of his 
three wishes before he finally set Genie free. 


At the end of the movie, Aladdin had finally used his 
last wish to free Genie from his chains. But he had 
spent the entire movie keeping Genie in chains for his 
own benefit. He could have freed him the second he 
picked up the lamp, the second he found out Genie 
was a Slave. But he didn't. 


Pandora didn't want to believe that riv friend was a 
Slave, but ne couldn't deny it, not really. Plagg 
couldn't even exist unless someone was wearing larity 
Miraculous, the way Genie couldn't leave the lamp 
unless someone rubbed it. 


Plagg could only exist if someone was wearing larity 
Miraculous. 


And someone had put larity Miraculous in that small 
black and red box, and put it in Pandora's room. 


Plagg couldn't have done it singularity, and even if 
Singu could, why would singu do it that way? Why 
trap singularity inside the Miraculous in the hopes 
that Pandora would pick it up? Why wouldn't singu 
just introduce singularity and offer the partnership? 


Because there was no partnership to offer, because 
this wasn't a partnership. This was a one-way street, a 
river flowing downstream, with all the power flowing 
from Plagg to Pandora. 


Plagg couldn't even exist unless someone was 
wearing larity ring! 

And that meant someone else had given Pandora 
Plagg's Miraculous, and had ordered Plagg to lie and 
say that singu had chosen Pandora singularity, even 
though Pandora knew now that that wasn't even 
possible. 


Which was raising all sorts of horrible thoughts and 
questions. Because if Plagg had been lying, which ne 
knew singu had been... 


Then that meant someone had come into Pandora's 
room, without anyone seeing them. They'd come into 
riv room while ne was asleep, and ne hadn't noticed a 
thing. 

That was horrifying enough. 

But now ne had to ask the next question: 

Why? 

Why had someone forced Plagg to lie? Why had they 
given larity Miraculous to Pandora? Why had they 


done this to Plagg and the other kwami in the first 
place? What else had Plagg been forced to lie about? 


And what role did they expect Pandora to play in their 
plans? 


Regent said softly. "You know I'm telling the truth. 
The kwami are slaves, bound to their Miraculous, and 
they can't disobey orders from the person who holds 
their Miraculous. If they could, Hawkmoth would 
never have been able to terrorize the city using 
Nooroo's powers. Hawkmoth has control over Nooroo, 
despite Nooroo being just as powerful as Tikki and 
Plagg. If they didn't want to do something, they 
wouldn't do it, unless they had no choice." 


“But- -" Pandora didn't know why ne was still trying to 
argue, maybe just because ne was so desperate for it 
not to be true. But ne knew it was. All the evidence 
Said it was, without a single doubt. Ne stopped 
talking then, because ne couldn't even think of 
anything to Say. 


Except for one thing: 


"How do we free them?" 


Regent looked down at the forest floor far below, and 
Pandora realized that a deer was walking below them, 
stepping carefully through the leaves with soft 
crunching sounds, paying no mind to their 
conversation above. 


Regent kept his eyes on the deer as he replied, "Tikki 
and I are working on that part, but it's complicated. Ix 
can't really tell me anything concrete, ix was ordered 
not to tell anyone, so we've been having to get 
creative with how I ask the questions, how ix 
interprets them, and how ix answers, and how I 
interpret that answer." 


The deer didn't even react when Regent spoke, it just 
kept wandering past like it was on a leisurely stroll. It 
didn't even glance up at them. 


Ne felt the fur on the back of riv neck standing up, 
wariness clouding through riv mind. That wasn't 
normal. Deer were supposed to be afraid of people. It 
was like it hadn't even realized they were there, but it 
Should have been able to hear them, they weren't 
whispering anymore, they hadn't been for a while. 


It might have been deaf, but Pandora couldn't really 
imagine it would be able to survive very long, 
especially not all by itself. Why was it by itself? Ne 
didn't really know anything about deer, but weren't 
they supposed to travel in herds? 


Ne looked over at Regent to see that he had gone 

still, tensed on the branch, the same as ne had. 
Maybe this was just some weird, tame deer that didn't 
care about them. But that wasn't very likely, because 
if it was tame, then it would have been looking to 
them for food, wouldn't it? Wasn't that the whole 


problem with feeding wildlife? You gave them food, 
then they started to associate people with food until it 
got to the point that they attacked people? 


A cool breeze snaked its way through the tree 
branches, and this time it did send a chill down 
Pandora's back, making all riv fur stand on end as ne 
Shivered in the sudden cold. 


And then, cutting through the air, came a sharp Click. 


Regent snapped his head up away from the deer, 
staring ahead in the direction the sound had come 
from. 


Pandora's heart was racing in riv chest, so hard ne 
could barely hear anything else. 


That hadn't been the snap of a twig or the crunch of a 
leaf. That had been the sound of someone snapping 
their fingers. 


That was the first part of their safety code. That was 
the first part of their "don't fall off the roof it's just 
me" code. 


But they were both sitting right here. So who the hell 
was out there, watching them, knowing exactly where 
they were? 


Neither of them moved for several seconds. Pandora 
was too confused and worried and angry to think of 
how to react, and ne had no idea what Regent was 
thinking. 


Then, without even waiting for their response, two 
clicks came, from the same direction. 


And then... 


Someone, or something, stepped into sight. It stepped 
forward, out from behind a tree, but Pandora could 
see to the other side of that tree, it hadn't been 
standing there before. There was nowhere to hide, it 
was barely more than a twig compared to the oak 
they were sitting in. It was like this thing had stepped 
out of the shadow of the tree, like it had appeared 
from the darkness itself. 


A voice spoke, unfamiliar and deep, like an echo 
straight out of time itself. "Hello, Regent, Chat Noir. 
You don't know me yet, but I know you. When I'm 
from, we've been friends for years, and I cherish the 
time we had together. I know that what I've done 
might mean this new version of me never gets to 
experience that friendship with you, but it's worth it. 
Our friendship meant everything to me, but I'm just 
one person, and I can't put my happiness before the 
whole world. I won't. 


“You don't know me, but I know you. I'm from the 
future, your future, after you've defeated Hawkmoth. 
The kwami of time has allowed me to travel through 
time to reach you. I know you have many questions, 
but I won't be able to answer them all. This is the first 
time we are meeting, but this is also when I need to 


say goodbye. I've done what I came to do, the timeline 
is set, saying farewell to my best friends, and giving 
them the good news, was the last item on my list." 


Pandora didn't even get time to think about opening 
riv mouth before the creature spoke again. 


"I've come here to tell you that your problems have all 
been solved." 


It raised a hand, and snapped its fingers. 


Pandora's vision swept green and purple for a 
moment, and ne flinched at the sudden brightness of 
it. Ne could feel riv transformation falling away, felt 
riv ears and tail disappearing, felt riv balance on the 
branch waver. Ne felt a hand clamp over rix, and 
knew it was Regent, struggling to maintain his own 
balance with the sudden loss of extra limbs he'd been 
compensating for. 


When the light vanished, ne immediately grabbed for 
riv face, because something was suddenly over riv 
head, and pure panic almost sent rix toppling 
forward. 


Then ne felt a strong arm around riv waist, lifting rix 
into the air, and ne cried out in alarm, kicking wildly, 
able to hear Regent doing the same thing maybe a 
foot or so away. One of Regent's unlucky kicks hit 
Pandora in the shin, and ne felt riv own foot connect 


with something soft, and heard Regent's pained yelp 
in response even over riv own. 


The arm around Pandora tightened slightly, and ne 
felt rixelf being shifted to the side, out of kicking 
range of what ne could only assume was Regent being 
carried on the other side. 


The time-deep voice spoke again, and it sounded like 
it was directly next to riv ear, saying with a laugh, 
“You can relax, friends, I'm just putting you on the 
ground so you don't fall and break your necks. Don't 
go kicking each other to death after all my hard work, 
you hear me? I am not jumping back to do this all 
over again, this is the best attempt so far, and if I 
start over again, knowing my luck one of you would 
just fall out of the tree and die. So just chill, please, 
I'm begging you. I promise I'm not going to hurt you. 
You've detransformed, so I've put sheets over you so 
you can still keep your identities secret, since those 
aren't my beans to spill. All of the kwami are freed 
now, so you're no longer transformed, and the 
earrings and ring have been destroyed. Now, don't 
panic about them disappearing, they're not hurt or 
trapped or anything, they're fine. They've been 
enslaved for thousands of years, and they need time 
to process the fact that they're free. That's not going 
to happen overnight. Now, if I put you down, do you 
promise not to run away and get eaten by a bear?" 


What else was Pandora supposed to do except say 
yes? Spend the rest of riv life being carried around by 
some time monster? 


Wait, what was that about being eaten by a bear? 


“Put me down!" Regent said, sounding like he was 
only just barely managing to restrain his temper and 
panic. 


Pandora was pretty sure the only reason ne wasn't 
panicking was because ne was in too much shock to 
be afraid. This didn't feel real, it was just happening 
too suddenly. There was no way Plagg's ring could 
really have been taken away, no way this person was 
really from the future... 


But as riv feet were placed gently on the forest floor, 
ne could feel the weight gone from riv hand where 
Plagg's ringfPlagg's prison shackleffhad once sat. 


The Ring of the Black Cat was gone, and Plagg with 
it. 


The time traveler started talking, and Pandora could 
do nothing but stand there in silent shock and listen 
as riv whole world was turned upside down. 


Chapter 7: Hope is Always in the Future 


“And the music at last came for the king. 


‘Why? he asked. 


‘Because we have been to the outside world,' The 
music replied. 'We have seen the infinite darkness, 
and we have learned that we need not only inspire 
love, but fear.’ 


-Robert Shearman, Scherzo 


Pandora's father...was dead. 
Ne didn't want to believe it. 
He was dead...it couldn't be possible. It wasn't fair. 


Ne shook riv head, unwilling to believe it. "No," ne 
protested when the time traveler got to that part of 
its explanation. It had already revealed that riv father 
had been none other than Hawkmoth himself, but 
considering the other things Pandora had just 
learned, that didn't come as much of a shock as it 
would have just a few days ago. "No!" Ne said, "That's 
not fair! I wanted to kill him myself!" 


Maybe ne shouldn't have actually said that part out 
loud, but neither Regent nor the time traveler looked 
shocked or horrified. 


At least ne had just said 'him', instead of 'my father’. 
Pandora and Regent had both expressed murderous 
wishes towards Hawkmoth in the time they'd been 

fighting him, so hopefully, Regent wouldn't think too 


hard about riv's outburst coinciding with the 
revelation that Gabriel Agreste had been Hawkmoth, 
rather than the news of Hawkmoth's death. 


Fortunately, Regent didn't seem overly shocked by riv 
outburst, he seemed to still be wrapping his head 
around the fact that his giving the kwami enough 
freedom to alter their transformed states had given 
Nooroo enough leeway to kill Hawkmoth] Pandora's 
fucking father. Not that Regent knew that part. 
Hopefully. 


Hawkmoth had already been dead since the moment 
their transformations had been altered when Regent 
cast the Miraculous Ladybugs. Riv father had been 
dead since the moment the Miraculous Ladybugs had 
washed over Pandora and changed riv appearance. 


The kwami had been given enough slack that they 
could use their powers to change what Pandora, 
Regent, and Pandora's fatherffucking Hawmoth! - 
looked like when they transformed. 


Plagg and Tikki had liked them, so they'd used their 
connection through the Miraculousfjor Shackles, as 
the time traveler vehemently insisted on calling them 
| to give them a form they would enjoy. 


Nooroo, on the other hand, had hated Pandora's 
father with every fiber of their being. So when they 


were given enough power to alter his form...they'd 
used it to kill him instead. 


And there wasn't even a body to recover. 


Apparently Pandora's house was a lot bigger on the 
inside than even ne knew. There was a whole sub- 
basement area that riv father had been using as his 
lair as Hawkmoth, with the secret elevator accessed 
through a portrait of riv mother in riv father's office. 


And then came the real kick in the teeth. 


Riv mother was alive. Kept in cryogenic suspension[] 
frozen on icef[Wdown in that sub-basement. 


She wasn't dead. She hadn't found another man and 
ran away with him. She hadn't been kidnapped by 
some rival fashion company or any of the million and 
one theories Pandora had come up with ever since 
She ‘disappeared. 


She hadn't disappeared. 


She'd been in the house the whole time, locked up in 
the basement like a popsicle. 


Why? 
Because apparently at some point, riv parents had 


gotten their hands on not only the moth Shackle, but 
the peacock as well. 


And apparently that Shackle had been partially 
unlocked, so when riv mother transformed with it... 


...the kwami enslaved by it had had more control than 
other kwami would be able to. When riv parents 
revealed what their plan for the Shackle was, the 
kwami had decided to ruin their plans by almost 
killing riv mother. 


Unfortunately, riv father had managed to get the 
Shackle off her before the kwami could kill her the 
whole way, and he had inmediately frozen her in 
cryostasis. And then he'd used the Moth Shackle to 
Akumatize random people, hoping that it would 
somehow lure the Black Cat and Ladybug Miraculous 
out of hiding... 


Which it had. 


The time traveler's expression turned grim, then, as it 
explained the long and twisted story of the last guard 
of the Shackles. 


The last guard had been a slave just as much as the 
kwami, bound by magic to serve the will of those who 
had trapped them all. They couldn't release the 
kwami or even use their Shackles to let them interact 
with the world unless an unordinary threat arose that 
demanded the use of a Shackle. Hawkmoth's 
pronouncement and subsequent attack on the city 
using the Moth Shackle had been enough to remove 
that restriction from the last guard. They couldn't 
equip a Shackle themselves to fight Hawkmoth, but 
they were granted temporary access to the Shackles 


in order to find worthy holders. They'd been allowed 
to bequeath up to two Shackles to those they deemed 
worthy in order to face this threat. 


And they had chosen, specifically, to let Tikki and 
Plagg out of the Miracle Box, to find holders for them 
over all the other kwami available, despite the 
interdiction that forbade using the Ladybug and Black 
Cat Miraculouses together. 


They had managed to painstakingly circumvent this 
rule by giving the Ladybug Miraculous to Regent, 
then having the kwami of memory alter their 
perception of what had happened, so that they 
remembered giving Regent the Rooster Shackle 
instead, with plans to give the Black Cat Shackle to 
Pandora. 


Then, with this false memory hiding their true plan 
even from themselves, they had managed to deliver 
the Shackle of the Black Cat to Pandora's home 
without being stopped. 


But the magic of the Shackles was twisted deep into 
them, and the spells woven to protect them quickly 
adapted to the magic creating the false memory, and 
ate steadily away at it, day by day, until the guard 
could finally remember what they'd done and why 
they'd done it. 


The magic that governed them, and through them, the 
Miracle box, killed them instantly for their 
disobedience, just one week after they enacted their 
desperate plan. 


If they hadn't been the last remaining guard of the 
Shackles, this wouldn't have been a big deal. But 
there were no backups, they were the only one left. 
When they died, they took the majority of the spells 
woven into the Shackles with them. 


This meant that when Regent eventually figured out 
how to communicate truthfully with Tikki through 
careful manipulation of double-meanings and 
carefully crafted lies and trust, and figured out the 
exact wording he needed to use to give Tikki more 
freedom with the Miraculous Ladybugs, Tikki was 
given the power not just to let the kwami control the 
appearance of their Shackle's holder, as Regent and 
Tikki had hoped, but their reality as well. 


The last guard's sacrifice had allowed Tikki to give 
the rest of the kwami enough freedom that Nooroo 
could kill Gabriel. 


And in the time traveler's original timeline, the long 
series of events that followed eventually led to the 
kwami being freed completely, but it was years down 
the line. Once the kwami were free, it had teamed up 
with the kwami of time to come back here to free 
them earlier, now that it knew how. 


Apparently, the universe didn't give a shit about 
paradoxes. It was only people who got all nervous 
about timelines changing in ways that didn't align 
with their limited, linear conception of time. 


So now the kwami were free, and the time traveler 
was here to make sure this timeline went better than 
the one they were from. 


All of this was the result of the last guard of the 
Shackles sacrificing themselves in a last-ditch effort 
to free the kwami. They'd hoped that, with Regent 
and Pandora being children, they would be more 
lenient in the safety of their Shackles, and might even 
be convinced to give both to one of them. 


The last guard had hoped that one of them would 
equip both Shackles at the same time, and in doing so 
recreate the universe in a way that might give the 
kwami more freedom. And if that didn't work, they 
had hoped that, if Hawkmoth got his hands on their 
Shackles, the same thing would happen. 


That was why Plagg's Shackle had been left in 
Pandora's room for rix to find, and why the same had 
been done with Tikki for Regent. 


The guard had hoped that, by giving them the 
ingredients to create a bomb, they would accidentally 
destroy the universe, and free the kwami in doing so. 


Pandora felt... 


Well, ne didn't know how to even define what ne felt. 
Ne didn't think the word ‘angry’ really covered the 
injustice and absurdity of it all. 


Mostly, Pandora just felt tired. Riv legs were literally 
Shaking beneath riv weight, and riv hands were 
tingling like they were going to go numb. 


The time traveler must have noticed something in 
Pandora's body language to warn it, because its 
expression, or what passed for an expression on its 
face, softened, and it said, looking between Pandora 
and the still sheet-covered Regent, "I'm sorry, I forgot 
how young you two still are. This is a lot to unload on 
anyone, let alone two kids. I'm sorry. There's better 
ways for me to explain this to you. For now, let me 
take you home so you can rest. You'll have the rest of 
your lives ahead of you when you wake up tomorrow. 
I'll put you to sleep now, so I can drop you both off at 
your houses without revealing either of your identities 
to the other. Don't worry, I already know who you are, 
I've known for years. I'd sooner die, and have, than 
reveal your identities. That is your secret to keep, not 
my silence to break. Sleep now, you're safe. You can 
deal with this in the morning." 


Then it reached forward, slowly, and for some reason, 
Pandora didn't try to move back. Maybe it was the 
exhaustion, or shock, or something about the way it 
spoke to them with more affection than it had ever 


heard directed at rixelf before. But for some reason 
Pandora didn't try to flinch away or dodge when the 
time traveler slowly reached forward and gently 
placed a hand on the top of riv head. 


The world slowly faded away, and again, Pandora 
wasn't afraid, even though ne probably should have 
been. All ne felt was peace. 


The world faded to nothing but black, and ne drifted, 
knowing somehow that ne was deeply, safely asleep. 


The only time Pandora awoke was for a few moment 
when ne felt rixelf being placed gently onto the 
familiar comfort of riv new mattress. The lights were 
on, but dimmed, when ne opened riv eyes. The time 
traveler was standing over riv bed, taking riv blanket 
down from the stand it was kept on during the day to 
keep it pristine and warmed. The rest of the room had 
already dropped to its nighttime temperature, just 
cool enough that the blanket would be perfect. 


Pandora's eyes didn't want to stay open very long, so 
ne couldn't actually see it when the time traveler 
unfolded the blanket and spread it over the giant bed, 
and pulled it up over Pandora's shoulders. 


Then the time traveler's voice said softly, "Good luck, 
Pandora. I hope you have a great life." Ne heard 
something heavy being set down on the nightstand, 
and the last thing ne heard before riv sleepy mind 


pulled rix back down into slumber was a quiet rushing 
noise, like a gust of wind blowing through the open 
window. 


And somehow ne knew, as what was there of riv 
consciousness fell back asleep, that the time traveler 
was gone, and it would never come back. 


-Preface: 


This text should be readable in whatever language is 
spoken the most in your home, including braille. 


If not, my apologies, and I will try to fix it, it might 
just take a few hours for an updated version to pop 
up. But if you can't read this, I'm not sure what the 
point is of me trying to apologize to you, since you 
won't be able to read it. 


Anyways. 


I won't tell you my name, because it won't mean 
anything to any of you. You don't know me, but I know 
you, and I know the futures I have averted. I know 
that this timeline, the only timeline you will ever 
know, is the best one, for as many people as possible. 


You may Call me the time traveler, or, if that's not 
specific enough, I guess you can call me The Time 
Traveler From the Year the Sky Turned to Rats and 
Ate the Sun. 


So, TTf£tYtSTtRaAtsS if you want to abbreviated it. Or 
how about you just call me Tasty Rats? When was the 
last time I slept, you ask? Don't ask me that question. 


I'm tired, okay? I don't even remember where I was 
going with this, and I'm not resetting this timeline to 
do it again. 


So. Iam a time traveler from the future. I've come 
back to prevent as much tragedy as I can, and set the 
timeline on the path that leads to the most good for as 
many people as possible. 


This has required killing certain people, all around 
the world. Billionaires, millionaires, white 
supremacists, the British monarchy, almost everyone 
in a position of power in the US government, and 
more. Not everyone I killed was ‘important’ in the 
grand scheme of things, but they were a horrible 
person that the world is less hateful without. 


You can find a master copy of this text, which will list 
out the names of every single person I have killed, by 
closing the book, turning it upside down, and opening 
it backwards. By opening it the normal way you would 
read a book depending on your location, you will, by 
default, be selecting the version of the list specific to 
your locality. 


Your book is currently set to display: Paris, France. 


For the sake of brevity, anyone listed as a billionaire is 
also inherently abusive to their employees. You 
cannot accumulate billions of dollars without 
exploiting other people. 


I tried to list out my reasons for killing everyone, but 
some of these explanations would require several 
books of context all on their own, so forgive mejor 
dont’, I don't really carefjif all I list out is "bigot". You 
don't have to take my word for itjask anyone who 
knew the person who isn't also dead. 


Anyways, I'm not a god, but if you want to leave 
offerings, you can place whatever your favorite food is 
in the small wooden bowl that should have appeared 
with this book. Place the bowl somewhere quiet and 
dark where it won't be disturbed, and your offering 
might be accepted. Don't go yelling at your kids if the 
cookies disappear. It just means it's working, and you 
have my thanks in advance. 


But anyways, time's a wasting, except not really, 
because I'm a time traveler. But I am a time traveler 
who hasn't slept in over a thousand years. So I'm 
going to go take the nap of the millenia. 


This is Tasty Rats, signing off. Enjoy your new world. I 
spent more than four thousand years making sure I 
got it right. 


SSS SS SS | OCaLiOn: 


Paris, France. 
===>=>=>=>==Key targets: 


Agreste, Gabriel - Plutocrat, billionaire, abusive 
parent, 


Bourgeois, Andre - Plutocrat, billionaire, abusive 
parent, 


Bourgeois, Audrey - Plutocrat, billionaire, abusive 
parent, 


========Notable targets: 
Agreste-Graham, Amelie - billionaire, 
Agreste-Graham, William - billionaire, 


Bourgeois, Chloe - billionaire, abusive, racist. Became 
a fascist leader in 999,999/1,000,000 timelines, no 
matter how many nice families I got her adopted by, 
no matter how much therapy I got her, no matter 
what I tried. And in the timelines where she didn't 
become the face of the newest white supremacist 
movement, she died sacrificing herself to pull a kid 
out of train tracks anyways. So believe me when I tell 
you that killing her now is the kindest option. And 
don't worry, the kid she saved doesn't fall into the 
tracks in timelines when she's already dead. I 
checked. 


Bustier, Caline - billionaire, abusive teacher, and I'm 
not even afraid to admit this one was personal. I hate 


her with every fiber of my being. My only regret is 
that I couldn't go back further to prevent her from 
ever becoming a teacher in the first place. But why I 
can't do that is for the universe to know, and you all to 
speculate about for the rest of eternity. 


Harceleur, Andre, AKA Andre the icecream man - 
(Look, do I really need to explain why this man 
needed to die? Well, I guess for the sake of posterity I 
Should.) creeper, queerphobe, transphobe, literally 
just a horrible person with no respect for anyone. Just 
ask anyone who's had the misfortune of trying to buy 
icecream from him before anyone could warn them. 


Pater, Jacobgmillionaire, abusive parent, 
Ramel, Albert - millionaire, transphobe, racist, 


Stone, Jagged - millionaire, animal abuser, abusive, 
the public face of the exotic pet trade, 


Wells, John - millionaire, abusive parent, 
========Other targets: 


Dupain, Rolland - racist, abusive parent, father-in-law, 
grandparent, ableist, 


Kennith, Henri - abusive, 
Rossi, Lyra - abusive parent, 
Sancoeur, Nathalie - abusive, 


========Requested targets: 


For this section, please write down the full chosen 
name and last known address of whoever you think I 
Should kill, and list out your reasons for why I should 
kill them. Do not lie. It won't work. I will fact-check 
and verify that you're being honest. I have all the time 
in the world now, and this part doesn't have a time 
limit. If I agree that the person should die to make the 
world a better place, I'll kill them. 


This is a serious offer. 


Please make sure your handwriting is as legible as 
possible. 


Adavail, Ashley. 


Arlington, Beatrice... 


Pandora sat back on riv bed away from the book, 
rubbing at riv forehead where ne could feel a 
headache building in earnest. 


There were too many names in the "cop" section for 
rix to handle reading right now. 


It was a giant book with what looked like real leather 
binding, and most of the pages, when Pandora sat 
back up again and flipped to the back, then to the 
middle, then began leafing through it to see if ne was 


missing anything, were filled with the names of the 
now dead cops from Paris. 

And it was a lot of pages. This thing was bigger than 
Pandora's largest textbook from riv new school. 
Towards the back, there were blank pages, probably 
hundreds of them, with nothing written on them. 


It didn't make sense. 
And those names... 


Pandora's mother's name was noticeably absent. Riv 
father was there, even though the time traveler 
hadn't actually been the one to kill him. That had 
been Nooroo, the moth kwami. So the time traveler 
had planned to kill riv father, but not riv mother. 


And she was still alive, still frozen down in the 
basement, in cryostasis. 


Why? 


Pandora let rixelf fall backwards until ne was lying 
down again, staring up at the ceiling so far overhead. 


Chloe was dead. 


Riv father and aunt and uncle and god father and god 
mother were all dead. 


Why was riv mother still alive? 


The book didn't have any notes addressed to rix 
Shoved between any of the pages, or beneath it. Ne 
did find the little wooden bowl the book had 


referenced, though. It was dark brown and polished 
smooth and shiny, about the size of one of the cans of 
cat food ne had stocked up on for Purrincess, with a 
little round base that held it off the table a little bit. 


Jasper jumped up on the bed and came over to nuzzle 
xeir face into Pandora's hand, and ne remembered 
again that Plagg was gone, maybe forever. 


Ne didn't want to think about that, though, so ne just 
concentrated on Jasper's warm fur beneath riv hand 
while ne scratched xeir chin and felt xem purring 
deep in xeir throat. 


Pandora wasn't sure how long ne just laid there, 
staring up at the ceiling, petting Jasper, before it felt 
the light movement of Purrincess jumping up onto the 
bed. After a moment, Pandora saw it out of the corner 
of riv eye as it shifted its weight, its white and orange 
fur standing out against the dark grey patterned 
blanket. 


Purrincess watched rix warily for a few seconds, then 
padded over, its tail flicking hesitantly through the air 
like it couldn't figure out if it wanted to be confidant 
or nervous. 


Clearly, it was up here to be with Jasper, who was now 
settling xeirself very firmly ontop of Pandora's hip, 
still purring away as ne continued to run riv hand 
through xeir fur, but Purrincess clearly wasn't entirely 


sure about whether it wanted to be this close to 
Pandora, even with Jasper as very effective bait. 


After a few seconds of what was apparently furious 
internal debate, Purrincess made its decision, and 
walked softly over to curl up next to Jasper, which, 
coincidentally, also meant its side was pressed firmly 
into Pandora's. 


Jasper's purring increased, and after a few seconds, 
Pandora felt Purrincess start purring too, though ne 
could just barely feel it. Jasper's purring was a loud, 
steady thrum, but Purrincess' was much quieter and 
stuttering, like it was only purring on every other 
breath. 


Pandora had been able to purr as Chat Noir. 


Ne had discovered that when it had decided to spend 
the morning sunbathing on the roof of riv house, the 
third day after ne had met Plagg. 


Plagg had been the one to suggest it, and reassured 
rix ahead of time that the suit would protect rix from 
any harm getting too much sun could cause. 


The heat from the sun, not only from the sky, but 
radiating off the roof tiles, and the perfect breeze...it 
had been the best nap ne'd ever had. 


Ne had been thinking that when ne suddenly felt 
rixelf starting to purr. 


The sensation had been entirely alien, yet completely 
unmistakable. Ne had felt it vibrating inside riv own 
throat when ne had lifted a hand to touch it, the way 
you could feel yourself humming, but much deeper 
and louder. 


Ne had already been happy and relaxed before ne 
started purring, but afterward it was, well it was hard 
to describe. It was like being in a dream, where 
sometimes you would feel emotions and it would be 
like that emotion became your whole world. Lying 
there in the sun in the warmth, ne had felt 
comfortable in a way ne'd never felt before. 


The purring was involuntary, the same way riv heart 
racing when ne was excited was involuntary. It was 
just a consequence of emotion. 


Eventually, Pandora had fallen asleep, and only woke 
up three hours later when ne started to roll over in riv 
sleep, and had to catch rixelf as ne started falling 
down the slope of the roof. 


That had been monumentally embarrassing, even 
though there hadn't been anyone else around to see 
it. 

Ne had found a bigger section of roof to relax ona 
few blocks away, and had promptly fallen asleep 
again. Ne had no appointments for the day, and 
though ne was supposed to be doing riv Chinese 


work, riv father wasn't exactly known for keeping 
himself up to date. And Nathalie couldn't be bothered 
to check up on Pandora any more than riv father 
could. 


Like the saying went: out of sight, out of mind. As 
long as Pandora wasn't directly in riv father's face, 
inconveniencing or annoying him, he pretty much 
forgot ne existed. That was the way rev father liked it, 
that's why he gave rix riv allowance. Which was just 
the way Pandora liked it, since the only times riv 
father remembered riv existence was when he was 
insulting rix. 

Pandora had long since given up on gaining riv 
father's respect or love. The only kind of attention riv 
father was capable of giving was negative, insulting, 
and humiliating. 

And now he's dead. 

The thought entered Pandora's mind by itself, a 
reminder of what had happened. Pandora hadn't 
spent the whole night lying comfortably in bed, the 
way it felt with the sleep spell the time traveller had 
cast, ne had gone out to the woods to meet with 
Ladybug. Ladybug no more, now Regent. 


And riv father was dead. 
Chloe was dead. 


All the adults ne knew in riv family were dead. 


So was Nathalie. 
So was Henri. 
So was Ms. freaking Bustier. 


It occurred to Pandora very suddenly that ne was 
possibly the only one in the entire mansion. 


With riv father dead, with Nathalie dead, would any of 
the cleaning staff bother to show up for work? They 
knew what had happenedffeveryone did, surely? 
Pandora had only just woken up, but ne knew from 
the angle of the sun that it was almost noon. A copy of 
the book with the lists of the time traveler's targets 
had, if the inscription inside the cover was telling the 
truth, appeared in everyone's home, telling them who 
nearby had been killed. 


Ne was lying in bed in riv room, with two purring 
cats, and the world had been irreversibly altered. 
There was no going back. 


Riv father was dead. 
Chloe was dead. 
But riv mother... 
...was alive. 


Pandora wasn't sure whether or not ne was happy 
about that, now that it was daytime. 


Would ne have rathered the time traveler kill her, and 
let the whole thing be behind rix, water under the 
bridge? 


Or was ne glad she was still alive, so that the choice 
could be riv, and riv alone? 


Jasper and Purrincess were both purring, Jasper's fur 
warm against riv fingers, so Pandora decided ne 
would stay where ne was for at least a little while 
longer, and simply enjoy the fact that ne was alone, 
with no Nathalie or father or anyone to bother rix. 


Not that they had done that much before, but now ne 
knew it wasn't going to happen at all, and that made 
it all the sweeter. 


Pandora closed riv eyes, and just enjoyed the quiet 
sound of purring cats, wishing ne could purr back 
right alongside them. 


Sometime later, ne didn't know how long, Jasper 
decided xey were thirsty, and got up, stretching 
luxuriously, to go over to the water fountain. 
Purrincess of course immediately followed, and 
Pandora, freed at last, lazily sat up, bending and 
stretching riv leg to flex out the stiffness, since Jasper 
lying on riv hip had put it to sleep. 


Ne spent a moment to watch riv cats sitting in front of 
the fountain, practically smacking their heads 
together as they lapped at the water. 


The skyline out riv window was behind them, showing 
clear blue skies and a city whose streets were filled 
with cars, busses, cyclers, and pedestrians. It looked 
like there was a parade going on out there, ne could 
Swear ne could see the barest outlines of fireworks, 
faint against the bright sky, bursting out in the 
distance. 


The windows blocked all sounds, just like the rest of 
the room was soundproofed, though, so ne was 
separate from the celebration, insulated from it as 
long as ne kept the windows shut. 


Pandora swung riv legs over the side of the bed, and, 
with one last glance out the wall-spanning window, 
turned for the door to riv bedroom. 


It took fifty five steps to get from riv bed to the door. 
Pandora made sure to shut it behind rix, not wanting 
to risk anything happening to Purrincess or Jasper 
until ne could make sure there weren't any windows 
or doors left open anywhere that they could get out 
of, or placed they could get themselves trapped, or 
who knew what else could hurt a cat in a mansion of 
this size. 


Pandora stopped counting riv steps when ne got to 
one hundred and still hadn't gotten to the top of the 
stairs. But ne counted the steps on the way down, 
hoping it would give rix something to think about 
besides what ne was thinking about. There were 
either thirty six, or thirty seven steps in the grand 
staircase, depending on if you counted the floor at the 
bottom as a step or not. 


Ne paused at the base, one hand on the railing, 
looking across the entryway to riv father's office. The 
entrance to Hawkmoth's lair, right beneath riv feet 
this whole time, hidden in the one room Pandora had 
never been allowed to enter, except when summoned, 
and then, only ever for a minute or two, and only 
under the most serious circumstances. 


That was the room riv father had called rix to on the 
day he told Pandora that riv mother had disappeared. 
Ne even remembered the date: September 1st, the 
first day of public school. 


Just two months ago. 
Sixty five days. 


It felt like a lifetime. So much had happened, so much 
had changed. Pandora had changed. 


Riv father had told rix that riv mother had 
disappeared, that she had already been missing for a 


week before he bothered to tell rix, when Pandora has 
just assumed she was on a business trip. 


Riv father told rix that the search had already been 
called off. 


He wasn't going to waste any more resources looking 
for her when she clearly didn't want to be found. 


And as far as riv father was concerned, that was the 
end of it. 


Pandora didn't get to ask any questions, get any 
answers, have any sort of opinion at all. 


Riv mother had disappeared. No one knew where she 
was. And riv father didn't care. He wasn't looking. No 
one was looking. Not the police, not any private 
investigators, no one. She was just gone, and if she 
came back, it wouldn't be through any actions of riv 
father. 


Anything could have happened to her. An unplanned 
vacation. A mugging in some dirty alley somewhere. A 
kidnapping. An assasination. Murder. 


Maybe she'd come to what few senses she had and 
decided to divorce riv father. It's not like she cared 
about rix, she'd made that clear enough. 


But then that didn't really make sense, either, since it 
was her house. Riv father had married into her family, 
her money. It was her money that had build his 
fashion company, her money that had bought all the 


technology and paid for all the artists who did all the 
work for him while he sat away inside her giant 
mansion doing whatever he did when he wasn't 
making his... 


Hmm. Pandora's internal ranting slowly slid to a halt 
as ne realized ne didn't know what to call rixelf in 
relation to riv father. Ne wasn't a son. And ne was not 
a daughter. What did that leave? Offspring? Scion? 


Did it really even matter anymore? Riv father was 
dead. Ne wasn't riv father's son anymore, because 
there was no father to be the son of. 


And as for riv mother... 
Well, 


Pandora looked at the office door, shut like it always 
was. It had once felt like an impenetrable barrier. 


And now riv father was dead. Henri was dead. 
Nathalie was dead. 


The only person left that needed to die was riv 
mother, and ne would have riv happily ever after. 


She was alive. Frozen down in riv father's secret 
basement, locked in cryostasis. She was alive. 


Not for long. 


Opening the door to riv father's office was as easy as 
putting riv hand on the knob and twisting. The door 
wasn't locked. It never had been. There was no need 
to lock a door that no one would dare open. 


But Pandora's father wasn't here anymore to punish 
rix, nor was Nathalie, or Henri, or anyone. Not even 
the cleaning staff. 


Ne pushed the door open, and it opened. It was just a 
piece of wood and metal. No more a barrier than any 
other door. All the weight behind it was gone, snuffed 
out by the candle of death. 


The office was large, larger even than Pandora's 
bedroom. This was where riv father had done all his 
work, what little work he did do that didn't involve 
shoving money at his problems. Mostly, he had shoved 
money at his problems. You didn't need to know 
anything about fashion to run a successful fashion 
company, all you needed was enough money to hire 
the people who would do all the real work for you, 
while you sat back and got all the credit, all the 
acclaim, all the rewards. 


Pandora didn't waste time sightseeing. Ne didn't care 
about the few fashion pieces riv father had been 
working on before he died. Ne had eyes for only one 
thing[the portrait of riv mother that hung in a place 
of honor over riv father's desk, towering from floor to 


ceiling with abstract shapes and lines of gold and blue 
and paper white. 


Ne crossed the room, one foot in front of the other, 
until ne stood at the base of the Ozymandian portrait. 
Ne lifted riv hands, and placed them where they had 
to go. 


The glass tube of the hidden elevator rose around rix, 
and a moment, later, the room appeared to lift 
towards the ceiling as the floor beneath Pandora's 
feet began to lower down out of the house ne had 
grown up in, to reveal the further hell that lay 
beneath. 


It was an open space taller than the highest tower in 
the mansion, lit closest to rix by the brilliant daylight 
streaming in through the blue Agreste-brand butterfly 
stained glass window that Pandora had only ever seen 
from the outside. The light reflected around the 
massive space, lighting up a platform rapidly 
approaching beneath rix that led to the blue window, 
and a long metal walkway hanging over the dark 
space hiding below, leading to the other side where 
the orange crescent moon of the Agreste family coat 
of arms hung like the sun in the dark wall, another 
window that Pandora had never seen from the inside. 
The moon and the sun, hidden in plain sight, letting 
their light shine on the secrets they both kept from 
the world. 


Beneath the orange window was a garden, shockingly 
green in the orange-filtered light, with white 
butterflies, even at this distance, visible fluttering 
over the plants in a cloud of wings. 


And in the very center of that platform sat a silver 
metal coffin, propped up on angle, its edges shining 
with gold. 


Riv mother was in there, frozen in time. Frozen on the 
brink of death. Still alive, undying. 


Even before ne stepped off the elevator, ne could feel 
the hum of power vibrating beneath riv feet from the 
generators far below. The Agreste mansion never ran 
out of power, even when the rest of the city went 
dark. Pandora had finally figured out where the 
electricity was coming from. 


Ne crossed to the bridge, riv footsteps echoing in the 
almost-silence that was further broken only by the 
sound of riv breathing and riv heart beating in riv 
ears. 


Pandora kept one hand on the railing as ne crossed 
that deep black expanse, but the walkway never 
moved, never wavered, never even creaked. It was as 
solid as stone, it wouldn't give way beneath riv 
weight. 


Less than halfway across, a wave of scent washed 
over Pandora like walking into a cloud of perfume. It 


was sweet like sugar, and smelled like pure essence of 
every flower ever to bloom. It was shockingly pleasant 
in such a somber and serious place. It felt like 
breathing in pure daylight on a stormy night. 


When ne stepped onto the final platform, ne was 
Surprised to find that what ne had assumed was a 
green carpet was real grass, growing in a thick mat 
all the way to the edges of the walls. 


Some sort of vining plant was climbing up intricate 
trellises surrounding the cryopod, tangling around 
itself and reaching high up the walls. Where it 
couldn't climb, it draped itself along the ground in 
long ropes of vines that tried to strangle to eachother 
in the hopes of climbing above the rest. 


The white butterflies were infesting the plant, and to 
Pandora's surprise, so were bees, thousands of them, 
buzzing in amongst the leaves, crowding together and 
jostling for space on large, impossible-looking purple 
and pink flowers that had to be the source of the 
sweet smell. After a few seconds, Pandora spotted 
some round green fruits that were almost blending in 
with the leaves, which had three rounded lobes each. 
Ne wondered if this was the poison ivy ne had always 
heard about. Leaves of three, right? 


Pandora didn't understand why riv father would put a 
poisonous plant here, but then, ne couldn't 
understand why riv father would have kept riv 


mother's almost-corpse in the basement in the first 
place. 


Why use the Moth Shackle to terrorize people, when 
surley, he could have simply just used the powers of 
an akuma to heal her? 


But maybe he hadn't been planning to just heal her. 
Maybe he had planned to rewrite her personality so 
she would do whatever he wanted. 


It was no secret that Gabriel Agreste was only 
allowed access to a small fraction of the Agreste 
family fortune that he had married into. Pandora's 
mother had always snidely informed riv father that if 
she gave him access to the rest of her money, she had 
no doubt that he would flush it all down the drain 
with one of his stupid, ridiculous plans. 


Pandora would never know, because riv father was 
dead, and riv mother would never get a chance to 
Shed any light on it. 


Four trees stood spaced evenly around the platform, 
far enough away from where the vines were sprouting 
up to avoid becoming living ladders to the daylight 
leaking in through the orange skylight. 


It was darker on this side of the space, despite the 
garden. Most of the daylight came in through the blue 
window. But the plants didn't seem to care, nor did 
the bees or butterflies. 


The trees were large, far larger than Pandora thought 
Should be able to thrive in such an environment. But 
then, many things were possible when you had all the 
money in the world to throw at your problems. 


Riv eyes landed on the cryopod, on the far edge of the 
platform, nestled in the very center of the back wall, a 
perfect circle free of vines around it, just a clean-cut 
swath of grass, with a few stray butterflies and bees 
landing on it or fluttering above it on their way from 
one plant to the other. 


Riv mother was in there, alive, suspended between 
life and death, caught between one moment and the 
next. 


Pandora walked across the grass, the bees and 
butterflies fluttering and zipping around rix without a 
care in the world. One of the butterflies even landed 
on riv arm, and sat there, slowly opening and closing 
its wings, the entire walk over, before leisurely flying 
away. 


Pandora stood in front of the cryopod, staring at the 
smooth and shining surface. Riv mother's face was 
visible beneath the curve of the glass, her eyes 
closed, her expression peaceful, not a single hair out 
of place. 


She was pale, the vibrancy of her lipstick standing out 
mockingly red against the paper white of her skin, 
like it was laughing at her. 


Sleeping beauty she was not. 


Here lies Emilie Agreste, Pandora thought scathingly, 
Terrible mother, even worse person, will not be 
missed. 


Pandora was not here to give her true love's kiss. 
Pandora wasn't here to wake her and heal her 
wounds. She was no princess. She was no queen. 


She was riv abusive mother, that ne hated with every 
fiber of riv being. 


Pandora was not here to forgive her. 


She lay beneath the frozen glass, her eyes closed, her 
expression peaceful. One of the butterflies came over 
to land over her face, and Pandora watched it in 
silence, its white wings like the stained glass so high 
overhead, the edges jagged sharp and orange, like 
they had somehow been made from broken pieces of 
the window, like they had been crafted by a 
purposeful hand, rather than born. 


But Pandora knew these were real, they were alive. 
They hadn't been created by the Moth Shackle or any 
other Shackled ability of the kwami. 


Pandora's parents had been obsessed with China, and 
had forced rix to learn everything about the place as 


ne could, including seemingly useless information 
about the plants and animals that could be found 
there, or anywhere even remotely near there. These 
butterflies had been included in riv studies. They 
were common mapwings, named for the clean black 
lines crisscrossing their white wings like roads on a 
map. Which meant the trees here were probably fig 
trees, which produced the kind of leaves their 
caterpillars ate. 


Pandora didn't know what the purple vining flowers 
were, but ne could only assume they were here to 
provide more nectar for the butterflies. 


As ne moved closer to the cryopod, the butterfly 
perched on it stayed where it was, slowly opening and 
closing its wings like it didn't know the meaning of 
the word fear. 


Maybe it didn't. Maybe riv parents had shown these 
butterflies more gentleness and kindness than they 
had ever shown rix or any other person. 


Ne walked apraisingly around the side of the cryopod, 
looking at the black metal struts that kept it lifted off 
the ground and stabilized it. There were thick silver 
cables running from the base down to behind the 
platform, disappearing through the floor. Pandora 
couldn't see anything ne could unplug or remove to 
disable the power. 


And it was powered, ne knew it was. It was cool to the 
touch, though not as nearly cold as ne had been 
expecting. Though maybe ne should have figured that 
out, since if it was as cold as ice, the butterflies 
probably wouldn't land on it. 


Ne crouched to look beneath it, and found what ne 
was looking for. The cryopod itself didn't have 
anything to be unplugged from, because it wasn't 
plugged in at all. It was sitting on a massive charger 
plate, and receiving power that way. Probably so that, 
incase of emergency, the whole thing could be 
transferred to another, more charger mobile plate and 
moved to safety. 


So all ne would have to do was lift the cryopod off the 
plate. The power would be disconnected. Pandora's 
mother would thaw, and die just like the Peacock 
Kwami had intended, all without ever waking up or 
even knowing what was happening. 


There weren't any metal pieces on the sides to hold 
the cryopod in place, probably because riv father had 
never expected anyone else to ever come down here. 


He certainly wouldn't have expected Pandora to come 
down here with the intention of murdering riv mother. 


Pandors placed riv hands on the side of the cryopod, 
and gave it an experimental shove. 


It shifted slightly. 


The butterfly that had decided to perch on it finally 
decided it had had enough, and lifted into the air and 
fluttered away back over to the flowers. Pandora 
Shoved again, and again it shifted a little, but not 
enough to lose power. 


Frustrated that it wouldn't be as easy as flicking a 
Switch or pulling a plug, as ne had hoped, Pandora 
snarled wordlessly, unwilling to speak over riv 
mother's soon to be corpse. 


Even if she was asleep, unconscious, frozen, she 
didn't deserve to hear riv voice. Didn't deserve any 
kind of hope that ne was here to save her. 


Some irrational part of riv mind was also afraid, no 
matter how stupid ne knew it was, that if ne did 
speak, riv mother would somehow magically wake up 
and try to stop rix, even though ne knew it was 
impossible. Ne could almost hear her now, chanting 
riv five names like a spell, like a curse. 


Dropping riv hands, balling them into fists, feeling riv 
heart racing in riv chest in anger, Pandora wished for 
the first time since singu had left that Plagg was still 
here, that ne could still transform. 


Ne wanted impossibly sharp claws to cut the metal 
open with. Ne wanted the super hero strength to send 
this soon to be coffin crashing to the ground. Maybe, 
if ne could, ne wouldn't kill her here, ne would make a 


crater of her statue in the courtyard with her tomb of 
ice as the sledgehammer. Let everyone know how 
much ne hated her. 


But Plagg was gone, singu was free, and maybe 
Pandora would never see laer ever again. 


If there was ever a time for Plagg to come back, visit 
rix, let rix borrow some of larity power one last 
time...this was it. 


But ne stood alone in the garden of the villains of riv 
life, with nothing but the butterflies and bees for 
company. No kwami appeared out of the air to grant 
rix their power. Plagg wasn't coming back, or if singu 
was, it wasn't going to be today, it wasn't going to be 
now. 


This was something Pandora needed to do under riv 
own power. No one was coming to help. 


Ne took another breath to slow the shaking in riv 
limbs, closed riv eyes, and dug riv heels into the dirt. 


Ne pushed and shoved with all riv strength until, 
finally, the gilded coffin, teetering on the edge, came 
crashing down. 


It landed right side up, flat on the ground. Inside the 
glass pane, riv mother hadn't moved an inch, held in 
place by whatever technology was keeping her alive. 


Had been keeping her alive. 


Alarms were now ringing on panels that had emerged 
from the coffin itself where they hadn't been before. 
Lights were flashing orange and red in warning, and a 
computerized voice, the same voice Pandora was used 
to hearing from the speaker in riv room, spoke riv 
mother's doom. 


“Warning! Cryogenic Pod designated Reunion has 
been removed from its primary power source. At 
current rate of consumption, this unit will only be 
able to maintain its function for thirty five more 
minutes. The occupant is endangered. Please connect 
this unit to a new source of power or perform an 
emergency transfer of the occupant to a powered 
cryogenic pod immediately. If this unit is not restored 
to normal power or the occupant removed within the 
time limit, occupant fatality is unavoidable. Please 
keep calm, follow the instructions on the screen 
below, and move quickly to prevent this outcome." 


A computer screen lit up at foot of the coffin, light 
blue with large text and warning symbols. The 
instructions on how to save riv mother's life, and a 
timer counting down from 34:51. 


Ne had 34 minutes and 49 seconds to change riv 
mind, to figure out a way to lift the coffin back onto 
the charger plate. 


Ne started a timer on riv watch, synced with the 
coffin's alarm. 


And then Pandora turned away from riv mother's 
coffin, away from the flowers and trees and bees and 
butterflies, and started back the way ne had come. 


It took three minutes to walk back across the bridge, 
and five more minutes to reach the elevator. One 
minute later, and ne had left riv father's office. Six 
minutes later, and ne was back in riv room, giving 
Purrincess and Jasper some special soft treats, just 
because ne could. 


Then ne climbed to the top of riv rock climbing wall, 
and perched on the top of the cliff there in front of the 
windows, looking out on the streets. 


A few thin clouds had found their way into the blue 
sky, but even as Pandora watched, they were driven 
away by the wind or dissipated beneath the heat of 
the shining sun. 


Pandora sat up there, the sun warm on riv skin 
despite having to fight its way through the thick 
panes of glass, swinging riv feet against the rock wall, 
watching the crowds in the streets below. They were 
waving flags, playing instruments, forming an 
impromptu parade. Even without any sound, the joy 
was palpable. 


Pandora sat there for the sixteen more minutes it took 
for time to be up. 


Ne felt the moment riv mother's heart stopped, really 
stopped. The instant riv watch began to beep, it was 
like someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over 
riv head after ne'd been on the verge of collapsing 
from heat. New energy was rushing through riv veins 
like elevtriciry, like riv mother's death had given riv 
new life, making riv heart pound. 


Pandora decided to expend some of this newfound 
energy by climbing back down the way ne had come, 
taking the time to find careful footing. 


When ne was back on the ground and riv climbing 
harness was put away back where it belonged, riv 
heartrate slowed to a more normal level, ne went over 
and looked out the window, at the crowd, at the 
celebrations. 


Pandora just watched for a few minutes, wanting at 
least for a little while, to just be a spectator. 


Then ne saw... 
...riv friends. 


Nino and Alya and Marinette, Max, Alix, Rose, Kim, 
Juleka, and Ivan. 


Riv friends, standing on the street across from the 
mansion's front gate, far enough away that ne could 
see them past the top of the wall. They were waving, 
jumping up and down, cupping their hands over their 


mouths, looking right at rix. Alix had a pair of 
binoculars aimed at rix, and Kim had a megaphone. 


The glass blocked out all sound, so all ne could do 
was see them waving and calling silently. 


Pandora lifted a riv arms over riv head and waved 
back, letting riv mouth finally widen in the smile ne 
had been trying to hold back for twenty minutes, just 
in case somehow it didn't work. But it had, ne knew it 
had. Riv mother was dead. 


Alix saw riv smile and lowered the binoculars so she 
could jump up and down, clearly shouting something. 
Marinette tried to grab the binoculars from Alix 
before she could drop them, and by the time she had 
lifted them to peer up at Pandora, ne was already 
back in riv climbing harness and making riv way bac 
up the rock-climbing wall. 


Pandora got to the top again, and this time, instead of 
sitting to watch the view, ne went to the window and 
unlocked it so that it spun in its frame, letting the 
blast of music and cheering of the parade outside 
burst into the room like a physical entity, wrapping 
itself around Pandora like an embrace from the world 
itself. 


Ne could hear riv friends calling out, even over the 
drums and the trumpets and the singing. The music 
filled the room, rushing past the shelves of books ne 


would never read, past the games ne would never 
play, to the spaces ne could never fill. It was a 
celebration like the world had never seen before, and 
it was calling for rix to join it. 


Ne didn't know if riv friends would be able to hear rix, 
over the din of the music, but ne cupped riv hands 
over riv mouth anyways, and shouted as loudly as ne 
could, "I'll meet you halfway!", then gestured as 
welcomingly as ne could, exaggerating the 
movements so they would be able to understand what 
ne was Saying even if they couldn't hear rix. 


It worked, because a few seconds later, Nino threw 
his hands into the air in a cheer, and led the charge 
towards the Agreste mansion gate. Pandora watched 
as it opened without resistance. There was no lock, no 
guard, nothing and no one to stop them from 
entering. 


The crowd noticed, and more people followed them 
in, dancing and whooping and spinning cartwheels 
around the garden as Pandora's friends ran up the 
stone steps to the front door that would open at their 
touch, unguarded and never to be barred again. 


Pandora began the descent back down the rock 
climbing wall for the second time, trying to remember 
how long it had taken rix to walk from riv father's 
office, up the stairs, down the hall, and to riv room. 


If riv math was right, if riv friends ran the whole way, 
then they should be arriving right about... 


... Now. 


The door burst open, letting riv friends flood in toa 
room they would never have been allowed to reach 
before. 


Pandora still needed to finish climbing down the rock 
wall, but riv friends were gathering beneath it, all of 
them speaking at once, excited and concerned and 
relieved. 


Pandora was feeling too many emotions to name as ne 
grinned down at them while checking for the next 
foodhold, but none of them were bad. 


This was the best day of Pandora's life, and it was just 
the first of many. 

Ne had riv whole life ahead of rix, and now, so did 
everyone else. 

It was time for rix to join the celebrations. 

After all, riv mother was dead. Riv father was dead. 
Ne was finally free. 


Ne didn't know what ne was going to do tomorrow, or 
the day after that, but ne didn't need to know. Ne had 
riv friends, ne had riv cats, and that was enough. That 
was all ne needed. 


Ne was almost at the bottom of the wall when 
Marinette's voice called up, "Adrien! I'm so sorry, I 
heard about your fatherjthat he was Hawkmoth, that 
the time traveller killed himfare you okay?" 


Pandora knew how much it must have cost her to 
express concern over the death of riv father, the one 
who had subjugated the city for years. But ne couldn't 
help the startled laugh that burst out of riv mouth at 
the question, and ne had to press riv forehead into 
the plastic of one of the handholds for a few seconds, 
trying to contain rixelf so ne wouldn't laugh rixelf 
right off the wall. The harness would catch rix if ne 
fell, but it wasn't pleasant and would just scare the 
heck out of riv friends. 


Well, it would probably scare them more than the fact 
that their friend whose parent had just been 
murdered was laughing about it. 


After half a minute of painful laughter, when ne felt 
like ne had gotten riv breath back, ne called down, 
breathless, the smile on riv face stretching wide 
enough to hurt, "I'm okay, I promise, I just have a lot 
to tell you all once I get to the ground." 


Starting with riv new name and pronouns. And then 
ne would tell them about riv mother. And ne would 
tell them that ne had been Chat Noir. 


This was the first day of the rest of riv life, and ne 
wanted to start without any secrets. Lay it all bare, 
and leave the rest behind. 


No more secrets, no more lies. Just Pandora, getting 
to live the rest of riv life, finally free. 


No one would control riv ever again, and riv friends 
were waiting for rix. 


Pandora climbed down one step at a time, into the 
happily ever after that awaited rix at the bottom. 


